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In this study, I examined how a particular group of adolescent boys formed future 
self-identities. Using possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) as a lens, I conducted a 
qualitative study of the members of the Pirate Choir as they rehearsed and performed. I 
used ethnographraphic techniques to inform my methodology. This group was an 
extracurricular high school male singing group, specializing in dressing up as pirates and 
singing pirate and sea chanties. This choir was initially formed as a strategy to address 
the “missing males” (Koza, 1993) issue I had been experiencing as the director of my 
own choir program. I sought to understand how involvement in the singing group had an 
effect on friendships, musicianship, self-esteem, and academics. Eight students, all 
members of the Pirate Choir, participated in the study. Discussions were recorded at the 
beginning and at the end of the five-month data collection period. The participants filled 
out log sheets after rehearsals and performances, which were used to identify the changes 
in possible selves among the group members. Results indicated that the members of the 
group experienced fun through the fantasy of pretending to be singing pirates. The 
 
vi 
enjoyment of socially playing and singing together helped form friendships as well as 
created a high level of acceptance in the group. With the acceptance of all ability levels 
by the members of the choir, there was a heightened experience of participatory music-
making, which led to the formation of musical possible selves. The students indicated 
that academics were important to them, but involvement in the Pirate Choir had limited 
influence in their approach to and success in schoolwork, except in easing student 
academic stress. The formation of the Pirate Choir did not solve a “missing males” issue 
in the way I expected, as it did not increase the number of males in my curricular choirs; 
however, it did present a place for a group of boys to explore play, fantasy, and music-
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Figure 1.1  




Music educators and choral conductors in particular have often struggled with the 
balance between treble and bass voices in a choir program. Traditionally, tenor and 
bass/baritone singers have been recruited to achieve the preferred balance that is ideal in 
most Soprano, Alto, Tenor, and Bass (SATB) music. In my program, I had a very low 
number of tenor, baritone, and bass singers, compared to soprano and alto singers. This 
motivated me to seek out students to add to my program so those parts were more in 
balance. Most high school aged, cisgender male students possess the ability to sing tenor, 
baritone, and bass. To recruit more males to my high school’s choir program in 2011, I 
took the advice of a student and started an extra-curricular boys’ choir who dressed up in 
pirate costumes and sang pirate songs and sea chanteys. This choir was appropriately 
named the Pirate Choir. The majority of the students attracted to the Pirate Choir have not 
been interested in joining any of my school’s curricular choirs. Students in this choir 
often stated they do not feel they sing well enough to be a part of a curricular choir. 
Anecdotally, they also indicated that the Pirate Choir allows for more self-expression 
than curricular choirs, which were perceived as being more constrictive to individualized 
expression. 
Hargreaves, Marshall, and North (2003), who wrote extensively about musical 
identity, asserted that a typical school music curriculum is often “unsuccessful, 
unimaginatively taught, and out of touch with pupils’ interests” (p. 156), because the 
approach to music education was outdated and did not meet student needs. The formation 
of the Pirate Choir was intended to create a musical experience more apt to connect with 




program at school. I did not solve the problem of recruiting males into the traditional 
choir at my school; however, I have observed identity transformations in the members of 
the Pirate Choir. Because of these casual observations, I became interested in researching 
the social and experiential factors that influence the identities of male adolescents. 
The following vignette, which is an amalgamation of experiences from various 
rehearsals and performances throughout 10 years of teaching this group, serves to 
develop a context for understanding: 
I arrived at school around 6:45 a.m. on a Monday morning to prepare my 
classroom for the Pirate Choir. Rehearsal started at 7:15 a.m. every Monday 
morning that school was in session. At least, that was what was stated on the 
calendar outside of the choir room. It was typical that the first high school student 
enters the room two or three minutes after the official start time, with more 
members arriving over the following ten minutes. The main door was unlocked 
and the lights were on. As more choir members entered the rehearsal space, 
backpacks were tossed on the floor, and the students slowly took their places on 
the choir risers. As they waited for the other pirates to arrive, discussions about 
drama club, sore throats, study sessions, and homework took place among the 
members.  
The official start of the rehearsal was marked by the sound of my 
accordion playing the introduction to “Get Up, Jack, John, Sit Down,” a song 
familiar to the Pirate Choir. The pirates sang, but with little enthusiasm. Some 




pockets. The short song was followed by “Haul Away, Joe” which featured 
soloists. When it was time to sing the solos, the pirates started looking at each 
other, confused for a moment. The pirate responsible for that solo still had not 
arrived. One of the boys unearthed a lyric sheet and all six pirates huddled around 
to look at the words. The atmosphere was lighthearted as they became more 
confident with the lyrics. The choruses became more energetic, and the students 
laughed about not remembering the words of the verses. The scenario repeated 
itself with the next song. 
The members of the Pirate Choir had developed choreography for several 
of their songs. The group’s energy level increased as they performed 
choreography while they sang. Students were no longer seated or slouching with 
their hands in their pockets. More pirates had arrived, bringing the total up to 10 
members. As each pirate arrived, the mood elevated. Even though students were 
late, they were greeted with high fives and hugs. The happiness of having them 
join in, albeit late, far outweighed their tardiness. 
The songs in the pirate songbook were categorized with alphanumeric 
designations such as D4, the catalog number of the song “Billy Bones.” Whenever 
I would call out a catalog number, the typical pirate response was “You sunk my 
pirate ship,” a jovial reference to the classic game Battleship. In between songs, 
there was some banter amongst the pirates.  
The pirates moved away from the traditional unison pirate songs to a 




song included lines such as “pirates…make me happy,” and “my pirate shakes his 
booty,” which made the students laugh every time it was sung. The lyrics had an 
interesting irony. Actual pirates, and those characterized in movies, do not set out 
to make people happy. The members of the Pirate Choir, however, try to make 
people happy when they perform, and they were not opposed to “shaking their 
booties.” The mood then shifted, becoming less light-hearted, as the boys became 
intent on learning their harmonies. They were less playful, focusing more 
seriously on the technical aspects of making music. A great sense of satisfaction 
permeated the room when each of the voice parts of the song were successfully 
brought together. As the rehearsal ended, pirates continued to repeat the line 
“pirates…make me happy” as they gave each other high fives and pats on the 
back. 
A few days later, the Pirate Choir performed at the bi-weekly Tri-M Arts 
Café at the high school. Pirates began appearing at 7:00 a.m. on Friday morning 
to prepare for the performance, which started at 7:15 a.m. The students put on 
pirate costumes, including hooks and pirate hats. A student who went by the name 
of Graybeard donned his long gray beard and eyepatch with his outfit. Eight 
members of the ensemble attended the performance, with some members missing 
for a variety of reasons. The monthly National Honor Society meeting had been 
scheduled for the same time, which accounted for some absent members. Others 
could not get a ride to school early enough, or they simply overslept. 




mural had a music theme. It was designed and painted by a student artist from the 
class of 2014 who participated in band and in Slam Funk, the school’s Motown-
style ensemble. The performance space was on the second floor of the building, in 
an area that opens to the first floor overlooking the hall outside the cafeteria near 
the front doors. Only two audience members were present at the beginning of the 
performance, but, within 10 minutes, the audience grew considerably. As the 
audience increased in size, the pirates became more energized in their 
performance. A substitute teacher happened to stop and take a seat to watch the 
last half of the performance. After it was over, he asked if we did this kind of 
thing every day. I told him that we only have Arts Café every other week and that 
different groups performed each time. He indicated the performance put him in a 
good mood, and he hoped he would be subbing again in two weeks to see another 
performance. Even one of the hall monitors commented that the Pirate Choir was 
the best music group in the school. 
Background 
Children use their imaginations to play. Vygotsky (2004) wrote, “a boy who 
becomes a pirate, soldier, or a sailor, all these children at play represent the most 
authentic, truest creativity” (p. 11). According to Vygotsky, this is not a reenactment of 
what the child has experienced, but rather a manifestation of the imagination piecing 
together the impressions of things they have experienced or observed. These pieces come 
together to create a new reality within the context of play. This imaginative construct 




effect on emotions, and, during play, real emotions are experienced. The members of the 
Pirate Choir used imaginative play not to condone piracy, but to experience emotions 
associated with adventure and fantasy. Dressing up in colorful pirate outfits and singing 
pirate songs was not intended to promote actual piracy, but instead to promote a playful 
approach to making music. The singers chose how they wished to dress for performances. 
Some members simply added a cardboard pirate hat and an eyepatch to school clothing, 
while others put together full pirate costumes. There were no costumes when the Pirate 
Choir started in 2009. Presently, a full wardrobe of costumes and accessories exists.  
Song lyrics were carefully screened collectively by the members of the group and 
myself for school-appropriate content. Sometimes we would find a song that we really 
liked but found some of the lyrics were inappropriate for a school setting. As a group, we 
discussed the pros and cons of dropping certain verses, rewriting verses, or even dropping 
the song from the repertoire list, which is one of the many activities used to encourage 
student participation. 
In recent years, gendered choirs have been criticized within the music education 
community (McBride, 2016; Palkki, 2015). However, the students in the all-male Pirate 
Choir at my school have expressed feelings of camaraderie amongst their peers, which is 
consistent with findings by Jorgensen and Pfeiler (2008), Kennedy (2002), Koza (1993), 
and Patton (2008). The atmosphere created within this single-gendered group has been 
one of acceptance, not just musically, but socially; the boys feel very comfortable within 
this type of setting. 




developing adolescent voices and may lead to higher retention rates in school choral 
programs (Zemek, 2010). The changing adolescent male voice can be especially difficult 
for some students to navigate. In a special focus issue of Choral Journal, Collins (2012) 
described strategies for helping adolescent males through the struggles of the changing 
voice. He also added a review of repertoire specifically targeted for the cambiata voice. 
The benefits of single-gender choirs include camaraderie, the ability to focus on the 
specific needs of the male voice, and higher retention rates.  
Although the Pirate Choir was gender-exclusive, there were multiple choral 
ensembles available at my school so that all students might have opportunities to sing. 
Extra-curricular options included an all-female contemporary a cappella choir and a 
mixed jazz choir. Treble and mixed choirs were also offered during the regular school 
day. Despite the fact that issues remain surrounding gender exclusivity in choral music 
education and real-world, modern-day pirates, this research is focused upon exploring 
identity formation within an all-male high school choral ensemble, specifically, the Pirate 
Choir. 
Statement of the Problem 
Hargreaves, Marshall, and North (2003) posited that music education curricula 
often lacks imagination. Therefore, what is being taught can be disconnected from the 
musical needs and interests of students. Elpus and Abril (2011) concluded that 21% of 
high school seniors in the Midwest were involved in school music ensembles. In light of 
these findings, I aspired to find more creative and fun ways to engage students in music-




opportunities for students outside of the traditional Choir-Orchestra-Band (COB) school 
ensembles. Over the years, the Pirate Choir has fulfilled the social needs of students by 
fostering strong peer relationships and providing students with the opportunity to have 
fun while making music. Ensembles such as the Pirate Choir, with its intent to give 
adolescent males stronger connections to choral singing, may help fill the gap of student 
participation that remains present in music education. During this study, I examined the 
ways social and musical involvement within the Pirate Choir effected the identity 
development of its members. 
Possible Selves and Identity  
How people view themselves in the present and how they project their identity in 
the future can be a motivating factor in pursuing their goals. Possible selves, a theory 
introduced by Markus and Nurius (1986), was designed to help understand aspects of an 
individual’s hoped-for future self and how these aspects are influenced by social and 
experiential factors. Markus and Nurius posited that possible selves are “specific, 
individually significant hopes, fears, and fantasies” (p. 954). Past selves, or how one 
perceives themselves in the past, along with current social influences has an effect on 
how one may approach future life goals and the development of possible selves. Strahan 
and Wilson (2006) theorized that identity consists of the behaviors and emotions of 
current perception and “includes reflections of what a person was like in the past and 
hopes and fears about what a person may become in the future” (p. 2). Through the lens 
of possible selves, one may glimpse into the temporal directions, both past and future, to 




selves, which become more salient in their lives as they are influenced by cultural and 
social means. The theory of possible selves was employed as the theoretical framework in 
this study. When designing this research, my experience as director of the Pirate Choir 
led me to reflect upon ways the Pirate Choir might foster the formation of positive 
possible selves.  
Musical Identity 
Undergirding this study is the premise that possible selves are intertwined with 
play, fantasy, and the performance of music. In the following section, I explain how 
musical identity may inform possible selves and how possible selves may influence one’s 
musical identity. Campbell, Connell, and Beegle (2007) asserted that music plays an 
integral role in human development, from infancy through adulthood. Furthermore, music 
is an activity that adolescents use to cultivate their individual identities and to connect 
socially.  
Lamont, Hargreaves, Marshall, and Tarrant (2003) wrote that although music 
plays a central part in an adolescent’s identity formation, school music programs do not 
always attend to students’ musical needs. Traditional COB may not serve most students’ 
musical needs or interests. Hargreaves and Marshall (2003) suggested that secondary 
music classes are “out of touch with pupils’ interests” (p. 265), because adolescents’ 
music identities outside of the music classroom tend to be strongly associated with 
popular music and pop culture. Traditional school music programs do not reflect the 
socio-demographics of contemporary society (Mantie & Tucker, 2012). Because 




music and out-of-school music has widened. 
Music preferences contribute to a child’s decision whether or not to participate in 
music classes (Regelski, 2006, 2013; ter Bogt, Delsing, van Zalk, Christenson, & Meeus, 
2011). To address diverse musical interests, Marie McCarthy, as cited in Regelski and 
Gates (2009), challenged music educators to develop new types of music ensembles in 
order to enrich school music programs. Offerings such as mariachi band (Abril, 2009), 
Irish folk ensemble (Oare, 2008), and rock bands (Powell, 2011) are some examples of 
alternative, non-traditional ensembles. McCarthy (2009) wrote, “A successful 
juxtaposition of traditionally, classically based ensembles and alternate school music 
groups would highlight the social and cultural aspects of musical meaning and revitalize 
the role of music in school and community culture” (p. 33). Through the establishment of 
non-traditional ensembles, student participation in music may increase.  
To analyze the disconnect between traditional school music programs and the 
musical preferences expressed by students, Hargreaves and Marshall (2003) studied 
musical identities. The researchers separated musical identity into two parts: Identities In 
Music (IIM), and Music In Identities (MII). IIM refers to the identity as a music maker, 
such as a performer in a school choir, or a student in a music class. MII refers to how 
music plays a role in a person’s self-image. Through the MII lens, music is a component 
of a person’s identity, whereas IIM addresses how a person’s musical self relates within 
society. The IIM perspective offers insight into solving problems that exist in music 
education such as how to create rich musical experiences that will contribute positively to 




Dunkel (2000) suggested that those seeking to define their identity tend to create 
many possible selves. As adolescents transition into adulthood, they “become 
increasingly focused on their anticipated identities in career, marriage, and parenthood” 
(Kerpelman & Pittman, 2001, p. 491). Therefore, it is likely that adolescents experience a 
heightened amount of creating and re-creating possible selves as they navigate through 
decisions that directly affect their futures. Possible selves are fluid and are formed and re-
formed through group interaction (Marshall, Young, & Domene, 2006). 
Aspirations and avoidances. Possible selves may be either what someone hopes 
to become or what someone does not want to become. Markus and Nurius (1986) 
discovered connections between self-concept and motivation, linking the motivation to 
realize a possible self with momentary and enduring changes in self-image. They 
concluded that behavior could be influenced by hoped-for and feared possible selves, 
because an individual would be motivated to realize a hoped-for possible self and avoid 
feared possible selves. Dunkel (2000) labeled these as positive and negative possible 
selves, but they are also referred to as hoped-for and feared possible selves (Dunkel & 
Anthis, 2001).  
Musical possibilities. Singing in an ensemble may influence the formation of 
positive and negative possible selves. Freer’s (2009a) research focused on factors that 
deter male adolescents from participating in singing activities. Freer (2010) asserted that 
the perceived lack of success managing their changing voices, perceptions of choral 
singing as feminine, and lack of friendships may keep boys from being in choral 




Rationale for the Study 
As facilitator of the Pirate Choir, I have noticed that students have been attracted 
to the group for a number of reasons. The students enjoy dressing up in costumes and 
singing the songs together as they engaged in participatory music-making. They also 
formed friendships, displayed self-confidence, and have formed possible selves in the 
areas of fun, friendships, and musicianship. The following sections help establish the 
rationale for conducting this study.  
Social purposes for making music. Researchers have shown there are social 
benefits of engaging in music-making. Adderley, Kennedy, and Berz (2003) studied high 
school curricular music ensembles. Their findings indicated that students in ensemble 
classes mentioned that making friends and having a strong sense of belonging were 
motivating factors for their continued involvement in music classes. Freer (2009b) noted 
that each boy in his study remarked about the social aspect of being in choir. 
A problem exists, however, since “ensembles usually reach only a small 
population of either [teacher] select[ed] or self-selected students – a musical elite among 
the general population” (Regelski, 2006, p. 5). If every child is to participate in music, 
then it is incumbent on music educators to find ways to modify and expand existing 
offerings to engage a broader population of students. Attracting non-traditional students 
became the driving force behind creating the Pirate Choir. 
While we perform at concerts, I have set up the rehearsal process of the Pirate 
Choir to be participatory in nature. This is done by creating a welcoming environment for 




important facets of participatory music-making (Turino, 2008). Thibeault (2015) 
considered elements of music-making as being participatory or presentational. Many of 
these elements, or fields, are incorporated into rehearsals of the Pirate Choir. Three of 
those fields are: there is a goal to have maximum participation from everyone present at 
rehearsal, the song forms are short and repetitive, and the skill level of the participants is 
downplayed. Thibeault (2015) called for music educators to consider moving toward a 
more participatory approach to ensemble playing. Participatory music ensembles value 
each member’s ability level, allowing each participant to “engage in meaningful and 
fulfilling manners as individuals while making music together as a group” (Thibeault, 
2015, p. 56). Regelski (2013) claimed that presentational music has been the norm in 
most schools, and that participatory values need to be embraced by educators. 
Participatory music-making is more apt to promote life-long involvement in music 
(Regelski, 2013). It follows that school music programs with ensembles that incorporate 
participatory music-making activities may increase enrollment in music and thus lead 
more people to engage in life-long music-making. 
Again, creating a participatory musical experience was not my foremost intention 
when starting the Pirate Choir. My original intention was to recruit more males into the 
curricular COB ensembles. To my surprise, it was the student interactions within the 
group that led me to embrace this form of music-making, which was inclusive of the 
multiple skill abilities among the boys. The ensemble invited members of varied musical 
skills and allowed for social interaction within the context of creating art. Thibeault 




know that their joys are enough to justify their inclusion in schools” (p. 60).  
Possible selves in the Pirate Choir. Possible selves are more likely to form 
within social interactions than in isolation (Marshall, Young, & Domene, 2006). Their 
findings suggested that the formation of possible selves likely occur within the social 
interaction of a school music ensemble. I was interested in discovering the types of 
possible selves that developed because of the relationships in the Pirate Choir. 
Furthermore, I wanted to understand how these possible selves had an influence on the 
friendships, musicianship, and academics of the individual members of the group.  
Purpose Statement and Research Questions 
My experience as an educator and director of the Pirate Choir made me aware of 
the musical, social, and academic influences on possible selves. I became interested in 
how these influences were realized in ways that were unique to an all-male, participatory 
singing group. I engaged in a study of the Pirate Choir in order to gain a clearer 
understanding of how group interaction helps form and re-form male adolescent 
identities. 
The purpose of this study was to understand how members of the Pirate Choir 
generate possible selves and how those selves are influenced by the musical, social, and 
academic elements of their identities. To further my understanding of how singing in the 
Pirate Choir affects the students in the group, I designed a qualitative study. “Qualitative 
research is a way of learning about social reality” (Leavy, 2014, p. 2). Stake (2010) 
outlined 12 characteristics of qualitative study. Interpretive, experiential, situational, and 




wanted to describe the experiences of individuals as they worked and played together in a 
specific situation. I used the theoretical perspective of symbolic interactionism to study 
how meaning can be socially constructed. I had already been an active participant in the 
Pirate Choir, which lent itself to ethnographic methods, and I was able to take on the 
mantle of participant-observer. The results from the data would be analyzed through the 
lens of possible selves, as I was interested in how participation in the choir may have led 
the students to form new motivations for their future self-identities. 
The research questions used to guide the study were: 
1) How do the possible selves generated by the members of the Pirate Choir 
influence relationships formed within the group? 
2) How are musical possible selves developed within the context of participation in 
the Pirate Choir? 
3) How do possible selves generated in the Pirate Choir influence social interactions 
outside of the ensemble? 
4) How is academic achievement influenced by the possible selves developed as a 
member of the Pirate Choir?  
In the chapters that follow, I will review pertinent literature in order to provide a 
background to this study. Following the literature review, I present the methodology used 
in this study. In the following chapter, I discuss the data collected, along with an analysis 
of those data. Finally, I address the research questions, discuss the implications of the 
study, make suggestions for further research, and conclude with implications within the 





Review of Literature 
After directing the Pirate Choir for over 10 years, I became interested in ways that 
membership in the group influenced the relationships formed among the students. The 
purpose of this study was to understand how members of the Pirate Choir generate 
possible selves and how those selves influence the musical, social, and academic 
elements of their identities in a participatory music-making choir. In this chapter, I begin 
by reviewing research on non-traditional ensembles. I then examine seven areas of 
inquiry that influenced this study: Adolescent males’ participation in choral music, the 
“missing males,” single-gender choirs, the theory of possible selves, play studies, 
participatory music-making, and joint project. I explain the reasoning behind the 
formation of the Pirate Choir, the theoretical framework upon which this study is 
situated, and justification for the methodology employed.  
Non-Traditional Ensembles 
Elpus and Abril (2011) determined that in the Midwest, only 21% of high school 
seniors were enrolled in music ensembles. As a result, educators have expressed concern 
that traditional bands, choirs, orchestras, and jazz bands in high schools constitute a mere 
one-fifth of the high school student population. In response, some music educators have 
incorporated non-traditional ensembles to increase the number of students who 
participate in school music offerings. 
Powell (2011) suggested that music educators reframe their approach to music 




ensembles have included mariachi bands (Abril, 2009), Irish folk ensembles (Oare, 
2008), and rock bands (Powell, 2011). Van Zandt (2001) wrote that even though there 
may be great value in non-traditional ensembles, the traditional COB school offerings 
should remain at the center of a school’s curriculum. However, Van Zandt questioned the 
effectiveness of traditional large ensembles with regard to meeting some areas of the 
national standards: improvisation, cultural and historical perspectives, and composition. 
These content standards could be better addressed in smaller ensembles, which could 
include ensembles that may be thought of as non-traditional. 
There are factors that could inhibit the addition of non-traditional ensembles in 
schools. Teacher roles and approaches may need to be modified when working with non-
traditional ensembles. Kuzmich (1991) and Powell (2011) pointed out that schools often 
have scheduling difficulties that must be overcome. Lack of funding could also keep 
programs from expanding with additional ensembles. Although there may be barriers to 
overcome when implementing non-traditional music ensembles in high schools, the 
benefits outweigh the difficulties. Kuzmich (1991) discovered there were students who 
were accomplished musicians but did not have interest in being involved in school 
ensembles. Non-traditional high school music ensembles may attract and engage students 
who might not otherwise be involved in their school’s music programs. 
Adolescent Male Choral Singing 
Historically, fewer males participate in choral groups in comparison to females 
(Freer, 2009a). Mizener (1993) found that 33% of the males who were surveyed indicated 




positively to the same question. Elpus (2015) found that roughly 30% of males 
participated in school choirs, while female participation was around 70%. He suggested 
that this could be due to an unbalanced emphasis on promoting music to females over 
males. According to Koza (1993), boys have been less willing to participate in school 
choral groups than girls, which music educators identify as a problem. Music educators 
have attempted various recruitment strategies to enroll more males into choral program in 
order to create a better balance among voice parts in their ensembles.  
The “Missing Males”  
Historically, more females join school music choral programs than males. This 
led music educators to use the term “missing males”. Koza (1993) published a literature 
review comprised of articles dating from 1914 to 1924 in the Music Supervisors’ Journal, 
published by the Music Supervisors’ National Conference, which became the Music 
Educators’ National Conference (MENC) in 1998 and the National Association for Music 
Education (NAfME) in 2011. Koza reviewed articles that addressed gender bias, 
stereotyping, and attitudes and characteristics in music education including the imbalance 
between male and female participation in school choirs. Koza suggested possible causes 
for this disparity and made recommendations to address the imbalance. In the review of 
literature, male-only groups were discussed more frequently than female-only groups, 
even though female-only groups were more predominant.  
Koza (1993) contended that the unwarranted focus on males was due to two 
factors. First, male participation in school choirs was waning. Music educators may have 




of cultural expectations and stereotypical notions that girls were going to become mothers 
and housewives. Thus, music educators during that era may not have felt the need to 
focus on female ensembles. Koza concluded that many journal articles made attempts to 
explain why boys might not be interested in pursuing music. Specific barriers for boys to 
join choir included song choices and cultural perceptions that singing was a feminine 
activity.  
Another common solution to the problem of “missing males” has been to actively 
promote choir as a masculine activity. While this tactic had been successful regarding 
increased enrollment, it also brought forward a new problem; ideals of masculinity are 
not shared by all males. McBride (2016) studied the effects of using this masculine-
positive approach and noted the drawbacks of recruiting in this way; however, he 
commented on “hypermasculinity” as a way to recruit male students into choral 
programs. In the early years of his teaching career, McBride fostered a culture of 
masculinity to combat the perceived femininity of choral singing. He found that this 
approach worked well with regard to recruiting males into the choir program at his 
school. Caution, however, should be made when recruiting males in this fashion. The 
masculine-positive approach can create a hostile environment for those who do not fit the 
stereotype. McBride warned that teachers should bear in mind the pedagogical goals of 
choral music education when considering recruitment techniques.  
Harrison (2007) interviewed 21 males to determine what type of musical 
experiences they had in school. The majority of those interviewed cited issues of 




ensembles could be a problem. Seeking to discover why fewer males participated in choir 
activities, Harrison noted that males were more restricted in traditional gender roles than 
females. Traditional views of what constitutes masculinity and the avoidance of feminine 
traits may be a deterrent for males with regard to choral singing. 
Palkki (2015) cautioned that choir directors should be much more considerate of 
the fluid definition of masculinity when selecting songs for the choir members to sing. 
Palkki called for music educators to help make positive changes in redefining 
masculinity. He suggested that using masculinity to help recruit more boys into the 
school choir may attract a certain faction of boys, but also alienate others. Choir directors 
can bring about changes that can help in “redefining masculinities through choral music 
in the twenty-first century and beyond” (p. 33). 
Freer (2019) noted there are many ways that masculinity may be expressed. This 
notion was illustrated by a statement from a transgender male, “I’m a real man. And I 
sing. I’m just a different kind of man than you are” (p. 25). When songs are programmed 
with the intent of keeping the interest of boys in the choir, it is possible that some boys 
will feel comfortable and even empowered by such music. However, these feelings are 
likely not shared by every male in the choir.  
Even though a variety of recruitment and retainment strategies have been 
employed by choir directors, the average percentage differential between females and 
males in choir has remained fairly constant. To understand why males may or may not 
participate in choir, Freer (2009b) studied the experiences of six boys who had been 




in a choir before, two had sung in the choir but dropped out, and two were continuously 
involved in the school choir. Freer found that boys needed to navigate ways to feel in 
control of their singing voices. He then examined the factors that may influence these 
feelings. The changing voice made the students feel a loss of vocal control, and students 
felt they needed more training to overcome this problem. Some control issues went 
beyond vocal production and were influenced by how much autonomy was offered to the 
students in their choir. The boys explained that the teacher should consider students’ 
abilities and motivational levels. One student pointed out how essential it is for the 
teacher to tailor the repertoire and instruction to fit their students. Freer concluded that 
when a positive teacher-student relationship exists, students develop confidence in their 
ability to sing.  
Kennedy (2002) studied the benefits of participating in choir as perceived by a 
group of male and female students. Eleven boys, three girls, and their choir teacher were 
interviewed and observed during the study. Four main themes emerged from the data: 
Motivation to participate, musical aptitude, preference of repertoire, and general thoughts 
about the experiences associated with being a choir member. Kennedy found that the 
boys were motivated to join and remain in choir because of positive interactions with 
their teacher. Other motivations noted were interest in the literature sung and the 
relationship with other boys in the choir. Peers that were already in choir were likely to 
influence their friends into joining. In addition, as new friends were made within the 
choir, the desire to continue in the ensemble became stronger. The boys also mentioned 




enjoyed singing with their friends, learning how to be better musicians, performing for 
audiences, going on field trips, and interacting with their teacher. There were some subtle 
differences between the responses offered by the girls as opposed to the boys. When 
performing, the girls focused on musical sensitivity while the boys tended to focus on 
self-satisfaction. Both boys and girls said friendships were a motivating factor in their 
decision to be a member of the school choir. 
Single-gender Choirs 
Single-gender choirs are exclusionary by nature as they often are made up of 
students who identify as a particular gender. However, there is research that shows the 
potential benefits of male-only choirs. One solution for recruiting and maintaining male 
participation in a choral program has been to offer single-gender choirs. Sweet (2010) 
studied middle school boys in order to understand their motivation to participate in a 
curricular and an extra-curricular male-only choir. Sweet found that the desire to work 
together, particularly with other boys who had similar musical goals, prompted 
membership in the choir. Camaraderie was an additional factor for participation. Single-
gender choral groups can have a positive effect on students’ desire to pursue singing. 
Paparo (2013) investigated an all-male, a cappella, non-curricular collegiate choir. 
Several themes, including fraternity and the value of participating in the group, emerged 
from the data. The relationships formed within the ensemble were important to members 
of the group. The choir members expressed a strong sense of family and brotherhood, 
using descriptions such as ‘fraternity’ and ‘dude-bonding’. Paparo noted a high level of 




ensemble engaged in participatory music-making; members worked together to determine 
repertoire, write arrangements, learn their parts, and develop musical skills. The strong 
bond of friendship and musical satisfaction were highly valued among the participants in 
the ensemble. 
Separating students into single-gender choirs can be complicated. Zemek (2010) 
compiled a literature review to inform choir directors who were engaged in the decision-
making process. Zemek cited studies suggesting that the separation of genders can be 
advantageous for navigating voice changes during adolescence. Single-gender choirs may 
help with classroom management, because pubescent adolescents can become distracted 
by members of the same or opposite sex. Other factors, such as scheduling, enrollment, 
and school administrators, can influence whether a single-gender choir may or may not 
be feasible within a school’s choral program. Zemek cautioned that the choir director’s 
own gender bias might be a factor regarding the inclusion of single-gender choirs in their 
school. 
Jorgensen and Pfeiler (2008) studied choral programs characterized by gender-
based ensembles. They contended that students in mixed-gender classes were prone to 
“posturing, flirting, and attention seeking between sexes” (p. 38). The authors suggested 
that by separating students by gender, this effect could be greatly reduced in most school 
choral programs. Jorgensen and Pfeiler noted that having a male-only choir helps the 
educator address the cambiata voice more specifically during rehearsals. The researchers 





Females as well as males may benefit from single-gender choirs. Sweet (2015) 
found that both girls and boys go through voice changes during adolescence. Although 
the female voice change is more subtle and not as noticeable to peers, it is equally as 
important as the male changing voice. Dilworth (2012) noted that single-gender choirs 
can help males navigate their changing voices by engaging methods specific to their 
needs. Stupple (2007) suggested that while physical voice changes may be addressed, 
single-gender choirs may help ease the emotional impact of the changing voice, including 
embarrassment, fear, and frustration. Single-gender choirs may be a more appropriate 
place to address these issues. 
Possible Selves 
I used the theory of possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) as a framework in 
order to understand the ways membership in the Pirate Choir influenced the identity of 
the participants. How people view themselves in the future can motivate individuals to 
take actions to achieve their goals. Put more simply, what we want our identity to be–as 
well as what we want to avoid becoming–serves as an incentive to achieve that identity. 
First, I discuss possible selves to facilitate an understanding regarding how projected 
selves serve as personal motivators. I then explain how various social influences 
contribute to the formation of possible selves. Finally, I illuminate the ways possible 
selves can help explain social behaviors. 
Markus and Nurius (1986) introduced a theory of identity formation called 
possible selves which are derived from “representations of the self in the past and they 




individuals as they project the various aspects of their lives into the future. Social 
influences, such as media, friends, and family, may also influence the creation of possible 
selves.  
To study possible selves, Markus and Nurius (1986) surveyed 210 college 
students. The survey contained 150 items categorized by six domains of possible selves: 
“Self-concept, physical attributes, life-style, skills and abilities, occupations, and 
perception of how the subject is viewed by others” (p. 958). Possible selves highlights 
“the interdependence between self-concept and motivation,” and suggested that 
motivation is based on “an individualized set of possible selves” (p. 966). The theory of 
possible selves links self-cognition to motivation, but also shows the relationship between 
self-cognition and the formation of identity. The study by Markus and Nurius prompted 
me to use possible selves as a lens to explore the identity formation of adolescent male 
participants in the Pirate Choir.  
Formation of Possible Selves 
Self-esteem, distinctiveness, continuity, belonging, efficacy, and self-motivation 
are factors that influence the formation of possible selves (Vignoles, Manzi, Regalia, 
Jemmolo, & Scabini, 2008). Two distinct studies were conducted in order to show how 
these factors contributed to hoped-for and feared possible selves. In the first study by 
Vignoles et al. (2008), 95 participants randomly selected from public places were asked 
to complete a survey regarding their possible future selves. The survey contained an 
open-response section in which participants could respond with their perceptions of up to 




different dimensions, each using an 11-point scale. The researchers found that self-
esteem, continuity, efficacy, and meaning contributed directly to the formation of hoped-
for possible selves. 
In their second study, Vignoles et al. (2008) studied two distinct groups of people. 
The researchers distributed a questionnaire to participants just finishing secondary 
school, with ages ranging from 17 to 21. Local health services were used to distribute the 
questionnaire to first-time parents, with ages ranging from 20 to 53. The questionnaire 
prompted participants to identify up to 12 elements of identity, and then rate these 
elements on 10 dimensions, using a seven-point scale. The participants then answered 
three free-response questions which prompted them to reflect on those identity traits that 
were hoped-for, feared, or expected in their future. The results indicated a stronger 
motivation for possible selves relative to self-esteem, efficacy, and meaning.  
Dunkel (2000) surveyed 277 undergraduate psychology students to categorize 
their identity status groups. The hypotheses of the experimental design was: “The 
Moratorium status group will be associated with a larger number of possible selves and 
exhibit a greater balance between positive and negative possible selves reflecting a 
motivation for change” (p. 521). Dunkel found that the creation of one’s identity could 
have its roots in the generation of possible selves, with the largest number of possible 
selves generated by the Moratorium group. Since adolescents are often associated with 
the Moratorium status group, the results of this study helped support the relevance of 





Other Influences on the Formation of Possible Selves 
Temporal and spatial influences may contribute to the formation of possible 
selves. Events and consequences from the past may be reminders of things to avoid or to 
repeat in the future. In a study of first-year university students, Strahan and Wilson 
(2006) had participants project how close or how far away in time graduation felt. Using 
graduation as the goal, one group was presented with a five-year timeline, while the other 
was presented with a 25-year timeline. Those with the 25-year timeline felt graduation 
was sooner than those with the five-year timeline. The perception of time was different 
within each group, even though both groups planned to graduate in three years. Data were 
collected by having each subject generate hoped-for and feared possible selves. Using 
those possible selves, the subjects were then instructed to create an open-ended narrative 
about their future plans. The researchers found the possible selves formed by the group 
that perceived graduation to be sooner to have a stronger motivation to achieve their 
goals than those who felt the goal was far away. The perception of time, separate from 
actual time, may serve to motivate the formation of possible selves.  
Certain locations may invoke positive or negative emotions. A high school theatre 
space may have felt like a safe place in the past, influencing an individual to create a 
future possible self that is involved in community theatre. On the other hand, negative 
places, such as a setting in which one witnessed a crime or similar threatening situation, 
may cause an individual to create feared possible selves, or future selves, to be avoided 
(Prince, 2014).  




confirming that place could be a factor in finding social acceptance and a sense of 
belonging. The researchers interviewed 60 high school students, 31 females and 29 
males, who were enrolled in music ensembles in their school. The interviews consisted of 
questions regarding their motivation to participate in music ensembles, the perception of 
music ensembles in their community, the meaning and value of participating in an 
ensemble, and the social climate of the music classroom. Students expressed that the 
music classroom was a space that made them feel welcome and accepted, leading to their 
motivation to continue their involvement in the school’s ensembles. 
More recently, Wouters, Colpin, Van Damme, De Laet, and Verschueren (2013) 
investigated the influences that friendships have on an adolescent’s creation of possible 
selves. Using a combination of student surveys and achievement test scores, the 
researchers collected data from 2,987 students from Europe. The researchers found that 
“if the students’ friends perform relatively high [academically], these students will have a 
lower academic self-concept, and vice versa” (p. 198). This confirmed the researchers’ 
premise that friends are influential to how a student views their academic abilities, thus 
having an influence on possible selves.  
Research on Play 
Researchers that have studied play have proposed categories of play. Caillois 
(2001) used four domains to describe the type of play: Agon (contest, as in sport), alea 
(as in games of chance), mimicry (including role-playing), and ilinx (vertigo, as in play 
that disrupts perception). Within each area, Caillois proposed that the play activity may 




(1997) described seven approaches to play study. Of these, the three most commonly 
used by researchers are progress (functionality of play), the imaginary (creativity, 
phantasmagoria), and self (stressing the experiences and satisfactions felt from play 
activity). In a review of literature about play studies, Henricks (2020) suggested that play 
may help facilitate self-realization, adding, “To be fully human is to pursue all of these 
avenues of expression and to comprehend the benefits—and the limitations—of each” (p. 
120). 
Participatory Music-making 
An element of participatory music-making is that it is a “special type of artistic 
practice in which there are no artist-audience distinctions, only participants and potential 
participants” (Turino, 2008, p. 26). All who are present at the musical event can be either 
actively involved in performing the music or are invited to join in the music-making 
experience (Turino, 2008). Singing around a campfire, congregational singing in houses 
of worship, and drum circles are examples of participatory music-making experiences. 
Participatory music-making, in its purest sense, is an experience where there are only 
participants and potential participants. This allows the music-making to be experienced 
by all who choose to join in, regardless of proficiency. “Musical experiences,” Turino 
added, “foreground the crucial interplay between the Possible and the Actual” (p. 16). 
Using the same concept of harmony between the possible and the actual, Turino 
(2008) posited there must be a balance between skill levels necessary to have a 
participatory music-making experience. In other words, the goal (possible) must be 




potentially be bored. If it were too difficult, music makers with lower skill levels would 
tend not to participate.  
Thibeault (2015) wrote that within participatory music-making, the experience 
“comes alive when people become playful with it” (p. 57). When participants are 
comfortable enough to become playful, then harmony, movement, repetition, and 
improvisation can be added, thus heightening the experience. Participatory music-
making, by its nature, accommodates multiple levels of proficiency and creates a 
welcome place to develop skills. This environment “allows all to join at any time, 
whether to develop substantial skills or casually participate” (p. 59). Thibeault described 
the various elements of participatory music-making as fields. These fields included short 
repetitive song forms, music as a social activity, and the downplaying of virtuosity.  
Goal-directed Action and Joint Project 
The term goal-directed action was defined by von Cranach, Kalbermatten, 
Indermühle, and Gugler (1982). A goal-directed action is one that has a specific end 
imagined, which motivates the action to take place. Von Cranach et al. explained how the 
action could be as simple as deciding to consume the next spoonful of soup or as complex 
as setting career goals. Goal-directed actions can take on many forms. These forms could 
include the formation and re-formation of possible selves. As one looks to the many 
facets of their future self, goal-directed actions must take place to achieve their possible 
selves. Valach, Young, and Lynam (2002) asserted that actions should be studied over 
time and a project should be studied on an individual as well as group level. This has 




processed on the three levels: social, cognitive, and observable. It is through joint 
projects, according to Marshall, Young, and Domene (2006), that possible selves may be 
influenced. Joint projects provide social and internal contexts that motivate behaviors, 
including the creation, re-creation, and realization of possible selves. The creation of 
possible selves is more likely to occur under the influence of significant individuals, 
particularly peers (Marshall et al., 2006). Marshall et al. posited that it is through joint 
projects that possible selves may be studied to see the effects of social interactions on the 
formation, reformation, and abandonment of possible selves. 
Valach, Young, and Lynam (2002) posited that behaviors, which are goal-
oriented, take place on three interrelated perspectives. The first perspective, social 
meaning, explores actions that are associated with cultural understanding, also known as 
social norms. For example, it is a social norm to wait for your turn in line at a coffee 
shop; cutting in front of others is considered unacceptable behavior. The second 
perspective is cognitive, whereby action is steered by knowledge. Cognitively speaking, 
the motivation for engaging in an action is based on an individual’s intellectual forces. 
Social norms do not prevent one from touching fire, but the knowledge that being burned 
causes pain and injury does. The third perspective, observable behavior, includes 
processes involved in performing an action. These three perspectives, social, cognitive, 
and observable may be used to explain factors that influence people’s actions and how 
actions are carried out.  
Meaning and importance can be explained by the beginning and endpoints of an 




how people interact with music might be explained through action theory. Regelski 
described intentionality as “the ‘about-ness’ of an action: what an action plans, envisions, 
or deliberately seeks to accomplish” (p. 11). The action of making music has an end goal, 
or intention, which gives it value to the one creating music as well as to those that 
experience that creation.  
In this chapter, I presented research on adolescent males’ participation in choral 
music, the “missing males,” single-gender choirs, the theory of possible selves, play 
studies, participatory music-making, and joint project. Because the original rationale for 
creating the Pirate Choir was to recruit males into the curricular choir program at my 
school, I presented research regarding factors that encourage or discourage males from 
becoming involved in singing activities. The theory of possible selves provided a 
framework regarding how social relationships influence identity. Research supports the 
notion that participatory forms of music can help foster social relationships and, in turn, 
influence the formation of possible selves.  
In the next chapter, I present the methodology used during this ethnographic 
study. I discuss protocols, procedures, and approaches to data collection and then explain 







Using the lens of possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986), I examined the social 
interactions that influence identity formation in the context of the Pirate Choir. The 
framework of possible selves allowed me to “speculate about the remarkable power of 
imagination in human life” (Markus, 2004, p. xi). By conducting this research, I sought to 
reveal how social interactions, camaraderie, imaginative play, and participatory music-
making influenced the possible selves of the members of the choir.  
In this chapter, I begin with a discussion of constructionism and symbolic 
interaction, which informed my ethnographic methodology. I then present the overall 
research design and my approach to data collection. Finally, I discuss how the data were 
collected, coded, and analyzed in order to answer the questions guiding this inquiry. 
Research Process 
Constructionism is defined as the view that all knowledge is constructed as a 
result of interaction between human beings (Crotty, 1998). Trainor and Graue (2013) 
described constructionism as a way that we “interpret the meanings created through 
social life” (p. 13). How meanings are socially constructed can be examined through the 
theoretical perspective of symbolic interactionism. Blumer (1969) proposed three 
premises that are the basis of symbolic interaction. First, people react to social situations 
based on the meanings they have constructed. Second, these meanings are constructed as 
a result of an ongoing process of social interaction with others. Finally, these meanings 




Von Cranach, Kalbermatten, Indermühle, and Gugler (1982) explained how the 
interactions of people and objects inform the concept of self. Interactions give rise to 
social norms and behavioral expectations. Finally, symbolic interaction “takes place in 
socially defined situations in the framework of roles and is determined by rules 
associated with them; thus it is part of a comprehensive social action” (von Cranach et 
al., 1982, p. 60). Because both are concerned with meanings derived from social 
interaction, symbolic interactionism and the formation of possible selves were used as a 
lens for this study. 
Qualitative study is ethnographic in nature. While this study was not an 
ethnography, which would typically involve studying a culture over a long period of 
time, I used aspects of ethnographic research methods in this study. Ethnographic 
methods typically involve field research as a participant-observer, writing field notes, and 
conducting interviews. (Kwame-Harrison, 2018). The interviews that I used were in the 
form of guided student discussions, which were electronically recorded. Throughout the 
data gathering process, I acted as participant-observer and wrote observations. I also had 
the students complete log sheets after rehearsals and performances. Data were then 
analyzed by themes to address the questions guiding the inquiry.  
I adapted data collection procedures from a possible selves study by Marshall, 
Young, and Domene (2006). Marshall et al. gathered data over a period of six months, 
recording three interviews between pairs of socially connected people and provided 
individual logs where participants wrote about their daily project-related activities. 




student logs, which were filled out regularly over a five-month period. My observations 
were used to help develop the context in which the activities of the choir took place. 
Preparing for the Study 
It was important to preserve the anonymity of the participants because I did not 
want to cohearse the students or be biased as I read the data since I had known some of 
the potential participants for over a year through involvement in the choir and other 
school related activities. A strategy used to preserve anonymity was to use pirate themed 
pseudonyms Hatch (2002) wrote that it is important to be sensitive to the vulnerable 
nature of human subjects and that researchers should take necessary precautions to keep 
from placing them at risk. This sensitivity may be accentuated when a teacher is studying 
his own students, in particular because of the power dynamics associated with schooling. 
To this end, steps were taken to maintain the anonymity of the students and minimize any 
possible perception of coercion based on the teacher-student relationship. 
Hatch (2002) wrote, “any relationships between investigators and participants 
must be disclosed and safeguards described so that no individuals will be coerced into 
participating” (p. 62). Members of the Pirate Choir who were enrolled in my graded 
classes were informed that their participation was not expected. This eliminated the 
possibility that grades might influence the results of the study. Because the names of the 
students were kept anonymous, the participants were free to say and write what they felt 
without fear of judgement or retribution.  
Preparing to Collect Data 




(see Appendix A) and a parental consent form (see Appendix B) were developed. Criteria 
were set for participant selection. Then, digital recording devices were obtained. Next, I 
arranged for secure storage for the data collected during the study. Finally, an 
informational meeting for parents and students was scheduled so that I could go over all 
of the procedures that would be followed during the data collection process.  
To help me prepare the initial discussion protocol, I conducted a cognitive 
interview. A cognitive interview is one in which a discussion takes place between the 
researcher and a person outside of the study that is likely to have insight pertaining to the 
study. According to Ryan, Gannon-Slater, and Culbertson (2012), there are three 
techniques that can be used to conduct a cognitive interview: A think-aloud approach, 
verbal probing, or hybrid model. I used a hybrid model to conduct the cognitive interview 
with an alumnus of the Pirate Choir. The alumnus helped me develop prompts for the 
initial discussion (Ryan et al., 2012). The alumnus was chosen for this task, because he 
had written an essay (see Appendix E) about the Pirate Choir during his senior year, 
describing in detail how being a member of the group affected many aspects of his self-
identity. We spent approximately one hour at a local public library reviewing the 
prompts, openly discussing the wording and intent of each prompt. I also asked the 
alumnus to give his opinion concerning what kinds of answers could be expected from 
each prompt. During the interview, I revised the prompts to increase clarity. Additional 
prompts were added after we discussed the scope of the data I wanted to collect. I 






I collected data over a five-month period starting mid-August 2018 through mid-
January 2019. The participants conducted peer discussions which were recorded at the 
beginning and the end of the research period. They also completed student logs, a form of 
journaling, for the duration of the collection period. The discussion prompts (see 
Appendices C and D) included prompts for demographic information (pirate 
name/pseudonym, year in school, interests, and hobbies) as well as prompts to encourage 
discussion regarding how they viewed their current goals and aspirations. The final 
discussion prompts were modified slightly to address emerging themes from the student 
logs. 
Student logs (see figure 3.1) were completed after every rehearsal (once per 
week) and after the five performances that took place during the data collection period. 
The student log was a valuable tool for three reasons. First, the logs permitted me to 
evaluate and track any changes in possible selves over the course of the term. Second, it 
was a way for the students to express their thoughts about their experiences. Finally, the 
logs contained prompts so that members were intentional in thinking of their future 
selves.  
Participant Selection and Recruitment 
Creswell (2007) cautioned that researchers must “consciously consider ethical 
issues—seeking consent, avoiding the conundrum of deception, maintaining 
confidentiality, and protecting the anonymity of individuals with whom we speak”        






participants at the school in which I work. Only members of the Pirate Choir who were 
not enrolled in curricular choirs and had been active during the semester under which the 




eligible students at the beginning of the study, ranging in age from 14 to 18 years old. All 
10 students were invited to participate in the study. Of the eligible students, eight chose 
to participate in this study. 
The data in this report reflects the thoughts and feelings of members of the Pirate 
Choir who were not enrolled in the curricular choirs at my school. Data collection took 
place outside of regular rehearsal time and student logs either were completed at the end 
of rehearsals and performances or finished on the participant’s own time.  
Parental permissions were obtained prior to students’ participation in the study 
(Creswell, 2007; Hatch, 2002). An invitation (see Appendix A) to the singers of the 
Pirate Choir to participate in the study was written and distributed in person to all eligible 
members of the ensemble and their parents. Per Boston University protocols, an IRB 
Application Form was filed prior to conducting this study. The IRB determined that the 
proposed research was not human subject research as defined by 45 CFR 46.102. No 
further action was required. The recommended Boston University IRB Consent Form was 
attached to the cover letter (see Appendix B). An electronic version of both documents 
was also made available online through the school’s Schoology website. Students’ legal 
guardians were asked to fill out the consent form and then return it to me at school to be 
considered for inclusion of the study. Copies of the forms were kept in a locked file 
cabinet at my school. The results of this study reflect data from eight student participants, 
ranging in ages from 14 to 18 years. None of the eight students were participants in 
curricular, graded choirs. 




participate in the study. All eight participants attended the meeting accompanied by at 
least one of their parents. During the meeting, I informed the participants that they would 
use pseudonyms in order to keep their identities anonymous. Creswell (2007) wrote, “A 
researcher protects the anonymity of the informants, for example, by assigning numbers 
or aliases to individuals” (p. 141). Students were instructed to create a pirate name to use 
as a pseudonym throughout the study. Allen and Wiles (2015) suggested that having the 
participants select their own pseudonyms brings additional psychological meaning to the 
participants in the study. I collected the chosen pseudonyms in a pirate hat, mixed them 
up, and reviewed them to make certain the participants had not chosen the same 
pseudonyms. They did not refer to themselves by these pseudonyms other than in the 
discussions and logs. After confirming that there were no duplicates, I placed the papers 
on a table in the meeting room. Students were given the following instructions. After I 
left the room, they were to go to the table, find the paper with their pseudonym, and write 
their real name on the opposite side. Then they were to turn the papers in to one of my 
music colleagues, who agreed to keep the information locked in her desk. Students were 
instructed to use their pirate name during data collection (see Table 3.1). 
During the introductory meeting, we reviewed the initial and concluding 
discussion process and briefly looked over the discussion prompts. I answered the 
students’ questions regarding these prompts. I indicated that the participants were free to 
discuss things not covered on the prompt sheet and that the sheet was simply a guide. We 
discussed expectations for writing responses in their student logs. These forms— 





Pirate Pseudonyms and Demographic Data 
Pirate Name 
No. of Prior Semesters in 
the Pirate Choir Year in School 
Rapscallion Spike Shady Cooper 2 Senior 
Quartermaster Constantine Edwards 2 Senior 
Captain Crunch 2 Sophomore 
Purple Chi-Rho 2 Sophomore 
Captain Beard 2 Senior 
Toothless Tim 0 Senior 
Jack Arrr 0 Freshman 
First Mate Fall Beard* N/A N/A 
*Note: First Mate Fall Beard did not submit an initial or final discussion recording. 
However, he did submit six student logs. The logs contained no demographic 
information. 
 selves—were to be completed after each rehearsal or performance. 
Before the meeting ended, we reviewed the discussion protocols. The students 
were instructed to pair with one another. Recording these interactions became 
fundamental to the understanding of individual thinking as well as understandings 
constructed by group members. I asked the students to select their own partners so they 
would feel comfortable during the discussion process.  
The participants were given one week to complete their initial discussions. They 
were to obtain a recording device from my colleague across the hall and to use a practice 
room during their free time, which included before or after school. My colleague was a 
teacher in my building that I highly trusted to help me maintain the anonymity of the 
members of the pirate choir as they recorded discussions and filled out logs. This 
colleague had recently achieved a PhD, understood the need for anonymity, and 




well as facilitating the recording of the discussions. When the discussions had been 
completed, the recording devices were returned to my colleague. Transcriptions were 
completed by a third party to maintain anonymity. Using a cardboard treasure chest (see 
figure 3.2) as a repository, member checks were completed within one week. Although 
First Mate Fall Beard completed six student logs, he did not participate in the initial or 
final discussion. As a result, during discussions, there were two dyads and one triad 
participating. 
Data Collection 
Data collection began with initial discussions, which were audio recorded by the 
participants. The initial discussions established a baseline concerning the role the Pirate 
Choir might play in the formation of participants’ self-identities. The collection of 
discussion data was a four-step process: Initial discussion, review of the initial discussion 
by the participant, concluding discussion, and review of the concluding discussion by the 
participant. Member checks (Creswell, 2007) were conducted for the accuracy of the 
transcripts. The students were asked to return the transcript within a week and sign their 
pirate name at the top of the page indicating that they had completed the review.  
Data collection took place over a five-month period. Student logs served several 
purposes. Logs revealed trends, allowing me to identify emerging themes. Brief 
journaling exercises within the logs motivated the students to think about possible selves 
more often. The logs informed the creation of additional prompts, which were included in 






Cardboard Treasure Chest 
 
Logs revealed the participants’ perceptions of their possible selves after rehearsals 
and performances. To facilitate filling out the student logs, rehearsals were shortened by 
two minutes. Those members who did not participate in the study were allowed to leave 
the rehearsal early. After performances, the participants were instructed to take a blank 
log sheet home with them, fill it out within 24 hours, and return the sheet to the cardboard 
treasure chest. Logs consisted of multiple copies of a single pre-printed form to be 
completed after each Pirate Choir rehearsal or performance. Although I consistently 
reminded the participants to fill out the logs, there were times when the participants did 




scheduling constraints, lack of interest, or absences. Despite this inconsistency, the logs 
that were submitted contained rich and useful data. 
Near the end of the research period, a final discussion in each dyad or triad 
occurred. The method for recording the final discussion was the same as in the initial 
discussions that took place at the beginning of the year. The final discussions made it 
possible to discern changes in possible selves that had occurred during the data collection 
period.  
After each rehearsal or performance during the data collection period, I reflected 
on my observations and wrote these thoughts in an electronic log. I could not take notes 
during the actual event, as I was actively engaged in the music-making process with the 
choir. These notes helped inform the narratives presented in this study.  
Data Analysis 
In this section, I describe how goal-directed action and joint project influenced the 
analysis of the collected data. Then, I present the process I used to sort and code the data, 
along with the three approaches used to analyze the data.  
Sorting. The data from discussion transcripts were sorted in an Excel spreadsheet. 
First, I sorted the pieces of data by code numbers in order to compare how each 
participant addressed the topics. I then reorganized the data by participant to see if there 
were themes that seemed more important than others. After sorting and organizing the 
raw data, coding to understand relationships and actions, the data were organized in a 
manner that enabled me to see how they were related to each other. This process provided 




Coding. I used a priori and emergent codes. Stemler (2001) defined emergent 
coding as a process in which a text is read several times to identify themes that emerge. A 
priori coding uses categories that are established before data analysis and based on a 
theory or concept. The a priori codes were based on the four research questions. I used 
the number of each question as the first step of coding process. Data were then ranked 
according to which themes appeared most often. Statements related to the first research 
question, regarding relationships within the Pirate Choir, were separated into three sub-
categories; having fun together, accepting one another, and forming friendships. 
Emergent codes, ten in total, came from the first attempt at data analysis (see Table 3.2). 
Table 3.2  
Initial Codes 
Descriptors Code 










Codes Related to RQ2  
Low pressure/no music experience necessary 
Plans to continue in music 




Friendships outside of the Pirate Choir 3a 
Friendship goals 3b 
Codes Related to RQ4  
General academic plans 4a 





The student logs were divided into four sections. The first section was a place for 
the student to write down a memorable moment from the event. The second section 
prompted the student to write down three emotions felt during the event. The third was a 
grid where the students ranked five areas of concern on a scale of zero to three. Under the 
grid was a section where the students were free to comment on the reasons why they 
scored the grid as they did.  
The statements and phrases written in the student logs were extracted and 
categorized under the number corresponding to the research question. The one-word 
descriptors of their emotions were compiled as a list and alphabetized. Words that 
described similar themes, such as happy and glad, were then grouped together. For the 
grid data from the student log, I assigned a number from zero to three for each category, 
with “Not at all” given a value of zero to “A lot” given a value of three. I took the grid 
data from the log sheets and added the numerical scores for each category. This total was 
then divided by the total number of possible points for the highest score. For instance, if a 
participant submitted 10 logs, the total possible score in each category would be 30. If the 
total score given by the participant in a category was 30, then the 30 points were divided 
by the 30 total possible points to give a score of 1.0. A score of 1.0 showed that the 
participant was highly focused on this category during each event. Lower scores 
indicated that the category was thought of less. These scores were used to show the rank 
of importance in the grid categories by each participant. The comments made in the 




Discussions. The transcripts generated from the initial discussions were used to 
create descriptions of the goals for each student. Data were sorted into categories that 
corresponded to the research questions: (a) social possible selves within the ensemble, (b) 
musical possible selves, (c)social possible selves beyond the Pirate Choir, and (d) 
academic possible selves. Within each category, the data were coded according to the 
three levels of action: social meaning, cognitive, and behavioral. For example, if a 
student stated that he liked to sing when he was a part of the group, that statement was 
categorized as a musical possible self and coded as social meaning. The transcripts from 
the concluding discussions along with the data collected from the logs were analyzed to 
answer the research questions and identify emergent themes. It was important to allow 
additional themes to emerge from the data, because not all data will fit into preconceived 
frameworks.  
Data were analyzed throughout the collection period, allowing for the emergence 
of additional themes. This process necessitated slight revisions of the final discussion 
prompts (see Appendix D). Each dyad or triad discussion was analyzed separately and 
then examined across the entire participant group, noting the similarities and differences. 
All data were placed into encrypted Microsoft Word documents and Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheets, which allowed me to sort the data by codes and categories. The files were 
stored electronically on a password-protected institutional server, with a backup of the 
data on a password-protected USB flash drive. Each participant’s logs were coded, 
providing insight into the first (social) and second (cognitive) levels of action (Valach et 




Each participant’s data were analyzed separately using three different procedures. 
First, I looked for semantic relationships within the data (LeCompte & Schensul, 2013). 
This provided a way to sort pieces of data in terms of their relationship to each other. 
LeCompte and Schensul’s table of 10 relationships was used to compare the data.  
Table 3.3 
LeCompte and Schensul’s Table of Relationships for Data Comparison 
Relationship Type 
x is a kind of y  Strict inclusion 
x is a place in y; x is a part of y  Spatial 
x is a result of y; x is a cause of y  Cause-effect 
x is a reason for doing y  Rationale 
x is a place for doing y  Location for action 
x is used for y  Function 
x is a way to do y  Means-end 
x is a step or stage in y  Sequence 
x is a characteristic of y  Attribution 
x can be found in y  Location 
Note: Adapted from LeCompte, M., & Schensul, Jean J. (2013). Analysis and 
interpretation of ethnographic data a mixed methods approach (2nd ed., Ethnographer's 
toolkit;5). AltaMira Press, p. 90. 
In order to perform this analysis, I found it necessary to code the data differently. 
I applied the following codes to the data: future, academics, music, friendship, and self-
confidence. The codes were also used to analyze the grid data from the student logs. To 
analyze emotions, I simply counted the number of times words were repeated or related 
words were used. 
During the second procedure for analysis, data were classified as action or 
cognition (von Cranach et al., 1982). The one-word emotions written on the log sheets 




were split between action and cognition. This procedure facilitated an understanding of 
the data in terms of what the participants thought or felt and the actions taken by the 
participants, with regard to forming possible selves.  
The third approach to data analysis was a four-step process. The process helped 
me examine the levels of action represented in the data (Valach et al., 2002). The first 
step of the process was to identify the overlying goal of the action. The second step of the 
process was to find all the statements and phrases that related to the identified goal. The 
third step involved identifying how the overlying goal was represented by the specific 
actions recorded in the data. Finally, an analysis was made of shorter fragments of text, 
including the one-word answers from the student logs. This four-step process revealed 
the relationship between the action and the overlying goal. 
Researcher Positionality 
As the founder of the Pirate Choir, I have had knowledge of the group’s progress 
over time. I witnessed the many changes in self-image among the past and present Pirate 
Choir members. Because I have been immersed in all of the activities of the Pirate Choir, 
my ability to look at the participants from an etic perspective may be compromised. On 
the other hand, having an emic perspective has allowed me to witness the growth of the 
young men who have sung in this choir. I acknowledge that my bias may influence my 
analysis and findings. In order that the participants were able to respond freely in the 
discussions and the student logs, all responses remained anonymous.  
Validity  




processes, and data were used in the study (Leung, 2015). Leung described the 
importance of the link between the desired outcomes to the research questions and how 
the research questions fit the methodology. As data is harvested, it is also important to 
assure the reliability of the data by constantly checking for accuracy, which can be done 
through forms of triangulation and member checking. The analysis of the data and the 
results of that analysis also needs consideration. Elliott, Fischer, and Rennie (1999) 
published a summary of current standards for reviewing qualitative research, including 
guidelines for validity and quality control. Member checks, as recommended by Elliot et 
al., were used to ensure that transcriptions accurately reflected the thoughts and feelings 
of the participants. Triangulation was achieved by corroborating multiple sets of data 
(recorded discussions, student logs, and observation). In addition, a multi-dimensional 
approach to data analysis verified the results. 
In this chapter, I presented the methodology used during this study. Using 
ethnographic methods, I collected data in the form of student discussions, student logs, 
and teacher observations. All of the data from discussions were transcribed by a third 
party. Member checks were conducted. I sorted and coded the data to look for emergent 
themes and to answer the research questions guiding this inquiry. In the following 
chapter, I discuss my analysis of the data through the lens of possible selves (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986). In chapter five, I present the findings, engage in discussion, and make 
suggestions for future research regarding possible selves. I conclude by situating this 







The purpose of this study was to understand how members of the Pirate Choir 
generated possible selves and how those selves influence the musical, social, and 
academic elements of their identities. In this chapter, I present the data collected from my 
students over a period of five months, along with my own observations of the Pirate 
Choir over a 10-year period. The following questions guided this inquiry: 
1) How might relationships formed within the Pirate Choir affect the creation and re-
creation of possible selves in the minds of the participants? 
2) To what extent were musical possible selves developed within the context of 
participating in the Pirate Choir? 
3) Does participating in the Pirate Choir affect the possible selves of social 
interactions outside of the ensemble? 
4) How is academic achievement influenced by the possible selves developed as a 
member of the Pirate Choir?  
First, I present the data collected from each student during this study, followed by 
two stories from previous years’ choirs. Then, I present a vignette describing my 
observation of a rehearsal early in the school year, in order to illustrate the interactions 
among the students in the Pirate Choir. Finally, I describe how the data and analysis of 
the data enabled me to answer the research questions driving the inquiry. 
Meet the Pirates 




data comes from the recorded discussions and the student logs. Since I did not know the 
identities linked to the pseudonyms, observational data could not be attributed to 
individuals. Some stories that are shorter than others are due to that student saying little 
during the discussions and turning in a small number of logs. This is followed by stories 
of the Pirate Choir students from previous years. These narratives focus on the 
participatory elements students expanded upon in their logs and interviews as well as 
discussions of their possible selves. 
Rapscallion Spike Shady Cooper. Rapscallion was a senior during the study. He 
was in the Pirate Choir for one year prior to the study. He expressed numerous interests, 
including band, boy scouts, academic team, and math team. He projected his future 
mostly in academics, intending to strive for a doctoral degree in physics, but also 
mentioned his desire to continue “singing pirate songs in the future.” During the initial 
discussion, he noted “pretty much anyone can join if they wanted to, you don’t need any 
previous music experience and it’s just a lot of fun, we get to if you want to dress up in 
fun pirate costumes and sing funny songs and put on an entertaining show for people.” In 
his final discussion, he stated, “If I was to describe Pirate Choir to a friend I want to 
recruit, I would say it’s a great opportunity to build your confidence and to make some 
new friends and just have a good time, dressing up in wacky costumes and singing weird 
songs.” He went on suggesting that anyone coming to see the Pirate Choir perform 
should be prepared to video record “because we’re definitely a wacky bunch.” On one of 
his log entries he indicated that during rehearsals and performances he did not think about 




“should probably be doing homework, but oh well.” Additionally, he wrote “pirates is 
musical, but also not very musical,” “good times with good friends,” and “sing loud, sing 
proud.” Rapscallion considered the importance of the Pirate Choir in his school 
community: “Without Pirate Choir, the school’s environment would lack a large element 
of fun and laid-back entertainment that the group provides. Because Pirates perform at all 
sorts of events from choir concerts to before school, it has become a unique aspect of the 
school’s culture that would not be the same without.” In the emotions experienced part of 
the log, he most often wrote “excitement,” “energetic,” and “entertained.” 
Quartermaster Constantine Edwards. Quartermaster Constantine Edwards was 
a senior who had joined the Pirate Choir as a junior. He was also in the school band 
program and the math team. His career goals were in the field of physics or engineering 
along with the goal of continuing his music-making as a hobby. In his initial discussion, 
he expressed “There’s really no singing experience needed [in the Pirate Choir]. It’s just 
a fun close-knit group of people,” and “we just love to mess around and have fun while 
also putting on a show.” He also stated “If I were to describe pirate choir to a friend who 
I wanted to recruit, I would say that it’s really just a good time and it’s a really accepting 
group because I mean no one really cares if you’re good at singing or not, we’re just all 
there to have a good time and sing some fun songs. And so it’s a pretty good thing people 
should try if they’re interested.” He noted, “If I were to describe pirate choir to a relative 
who hasn’t seen the group perform yet, I would say they’re in for something special. 
Because Pirate Choir isn’t quite like the other choirs because it’s not, um, we don’t really 




singing sea chanties to try and make the audience laugh. So it’s always a lot of fun for 
everybody.” Quartermaster’s logs indicated the he was often preoccupied with college 
plans and schoolwork, but enjoyed singing songs and taking solos. In the final discussion, 
Quartermaster spoke about his overall experience with the ensemble: “My life would be a 
lot different without Pirate Choir…[it] has changed me as a person entirely in positive 
ways because it is definitely one of the most fun experiences I’ve had in my life. I was 
nervous when I joined because I’m not a singer at all, but it was a lot of fun and gave me 
a lot more confidence than I would have had without it.” In the emotions experienced part 
of the log, he most often wrote “happiness” and “excitement.” 
Captain Crunch. Captain Crunch was a sophomore in his second year singing in 
the Pirate Choir. He had some experience singing in a choir as well as appearing in plays 
in his previous school. He was also a member of the track team, student council, and 
class council. After high school, he noted he would like to be involved in acting or 
filmmaking. In his discussions, he remarked that the Pirate Choir was “a time where you 
can just have fun with yourself and joke around with your friends because no one really 
knows how to sing,” adding, “imagine a group of bad kids, not bad kids in a sense of 
maturity or behavioral, but bad kids singer wise and they dress up as pirates.” Captain 
Crunch often wrote in his logs that he was tired, but enjoyed singing, learning songs, and 
making jokes. In the emotions experienced part of the log, he most often wrote “excited” 
and “happy.” 
Jack Arrr. Jack Arrr was a freshman who had begun singing in the Pirate Choir 




outside of school umpiring for a youth baseball league. In his initial discussion, he noted 
“If I were to describe Pirate Choir to a friend, I would tell them it’s a whole bunch of 
guys walking around with an awesome choir teacher with an accordion singing pirate 
songs and dressed up like pirates.” In his final discussion, he stated “If there was no 
Pirate Choir, I really don’t know. I would get to stay home and sleep in on Mondays and 
Fridays but I’m totally fine not sleeping in and having a lot of fun. I feel like there would 
be that fun part of school that’s missing because everybody knows of or has seen the 
Pirate Choir and just so excited when they see us. But no one, I really don’t know what 
would happen. I think, I’d want to say it would be a sadder place but it would be much 
different.” He also added, “I’ve grown to have tons of friends, had a lot of fun, been with 
amazing people. It’s just changed me for the better. I went into high school scared and 
doing very little, and I’ve come out currently and been active in a whole bunch of things 
especially this amazing group.” On his logs, he often mentioned that he was tired, but 
also excited to be singing with his friends. In the emotions experienced part of the log, he 
most often wrote “excited,” “happy,” and “tired.” 
Purple Chi-Rho. Purple Chi-Rho was a sophomore and had been in the Pirate 
Choir since the beginning of his freshman year. He was a member of band, and outside of 
school, he was a sound technician for his church. He was not very sure about his future, 
but mentioned he planned on going to college and would like to be performing music. In 
describing the Pirate Choir, he said “I would say it’s a lot of fun and there’s not really 
any judgement, you know, and uh, it’s just a lot of fun and you should try it if you never 




fun because I tell them that it’s just a bunch of idiots singing with just an accordion 
accompanying. So they always give me a very strange look when I tell them that.” On his 
logs, he noted he was “having a good time, talking with other people in Pirates.” 
Regarding a performance, he wrote “I felt a little self-conscious because people were of 
course giving us some very weird looks, but toward the end I realized that's why I do this 
and I really don't care what people think.” He also mentioned that during a rehearsal, “A 
few guys came in late and after this the volume and energy in the room increased 
exponentially” and noted he was impacted by “the power of many voices.” In the 
emotions experienced part of the log, he most often wrote “excited” and “happy.” 
Captain Beard. Captain Beard was a senior in his second year of singing in the 
Pirate Choir. He also participated in band, math team, and Science Olympiad and aspired 
to attend the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to study physics. He described the 
Pirate Choir as “an insanely fun music group that requires no past musical knowledge and 
you don’t have to be a good singer to join and you can still have a lot fun doing it.” He 
added the Pirate Choir is “an insanely fun and spirited musical performance, that is very 
inclusive and fun to watch.” On his logs, Captain Beard wrote that he was excited to get 
to sing solos and perform with his friends. In the emotions experienced part of the log, he 
most often wrote “happiness” and “confidence.” 
Toothless Tim. Toothless Tim was senior, singing in the Pirate Choir for the first 
time, but had seen them on several occasions in the past. His activities outside of school 
included playing video games and watching sports, noting he had a goal of watching a 




Choir, he said in his discussion, “I would say that it’s just something that’s very exciting. 
Ah, you really don’t have to worry about anyone making fun of you because everyone 
there is goofing off and it’s a good time. Um, it’s just really fun to wear your heart on 
your sleeve and just be something that you’ve always dreamt of being as a kid, which is a 
pirate.” He also added, “I’d say it’s a bunch of weird dudes who dress up in pirate 
costumes and sing pirate songs and it’s a very good time, very exciting and everyone 
enjoys it.” In his logs, he mentioned that he enjoyed being in the choir because he “got to 
let loose and not worry about what others thought,” and wrote he enjoyed “making a fool 
of myself.” After one rehearsal, he noted on his log “It was a way to escape from the real 
world and just have fun with friends.” When asked what his school community would be 
like without the Pirate Choir, he said “There wouldn’t be something for people in the 
community to really remember, since Pirate Choir is so unique, everyone who sees us 
perform has a laugh and remembers us, so we gain a fandom that can be shared with 
anyone in town.” In the emotions experienced part of the log, he most often wrote 
“excitement,” “cheer,” and “joy.” 
First Mate Fall Beard. First Mate Fall Beard did not record either discussion. It 
was during the discussions that demographic information was collected, so there is no 
data to report about his year in school, how long he had been a member of the Pirate 
Choir, and what his interests and activities were. He did, however, submit logs where he 
indicated that he enjoyed singing with his friends and learning songs. One of his favorite 
rehearsal moments was “Falling down during one of the songs.” In the emotions 




Stories from Previous Pirates 
Blind Beard the Pirate. The students enjoy the freedom to play and improvise, 
not only during rehearsals, but during performances as well. The antics of the students 
show their creativity and sense of spontaneous play. There was once a member of the 
choir who decided, moments before entering the stage for a performance, that he would 
wear not one, but two eyepatches, a hook in his hand, and a long gray beard. He recruited 
two of the other students to lead him on to the stage. He made the joke that one must be 
careful when you scratch your eye with your hook hand. From that point forward, he 
referred to himself as Blind Beard the Pirate. We keep our costumes and accessories in 
one large bin in the choir room. In an interview several years ago, Blind Beard mentioned 
that sometimes he gets lucky when he gets his costume pieces and finds the special 
eyepatch with holes in it, so he can at least see out of one eye. Blind Beard also 
mentioned that he once planned to pretend to faint and fall to the floor at the end of a 
performance, only telling two of his friends, who were to carry him off stage. 
 Kidnapping. In the early years of the Pirate Choir, recruiting was an important 
issue. For the first two years the choir existed, it was common to have only three or four 
singers attend rehearsals and performance. During a concert in the second year of the 
choir, one of the students decided to try recruiting from the audience. The others played 
along as the four boys went in to the audience, kidnapping one of their classmates, and 
bringing him up on stage to perform with the choir. The kidnapped boy was somewhat 
reluctant, but played along and seemed to enjoy singing. He attended a few rehearsals 




Typical Rehearsal at the Beginning of the School Year 
The following vignette, which is an amalgamation of experiences from various 
rehearsals and performances throughout 10 years of facilitating this group, serves to 
develop context for understanding: 
We were having our first meeting of the Pirate Choir. Of the 10 boys that had 
arrived, five were veteran members. The other five were attending Pirate Choir 
rehearsal for the first time. The facial expressions of the boys indicated to me that 
the veteran members were experiencing different emotions than the new 
members. The veteran members were excited to see one another, took their place 
on the choral risers, and prepared to sing. However, the new students looked 
puzzled, confused, and slightly nervous. They did not know exactly what to 
expect, which may have made them feel intimidated. I strapped on my accordion, 
indicating that rehearsal was to start. Typically, rehearsals began with the song, 
“Get Up, Jack, John, Sit Down.” The song was a good warm-up and helped ease 
the tension among new members. It was a short and easily learned song. The 
lyrics were humorous and had a salty pirate flair: 
Ships may come and ships may go, as long as the sea doth roll; 
The sailor lad, just like his dad, he loves the flowing bowl. 
A trip ashore he does adore, with a girl that’s plump and round; 
When your money’s gone it’s the same old song, “Get up, Jack, John, sit 
down.” 




We’ll plow the briny ocean with a jolly roving “Yarrr!” (Braham & 
Harrigan, 1885) 
Afterward, the veteran pirates said, in rhythm, “Second verse, same as the first.” 
This time all the boys joined in, and the new members appeared more confident. 
 The next song, “Sing Me Lads, Yo Ho” (Lampe, 2000), was more 
complicated; it had several verses and a refrain. Veteran members took the solos, 
and everyone joined in on the refrain. During the second run-through, veteran 
members encouraged the fledgling pirates to take solos. Two brave new pirates 
tried singing solos. One new member sang his solo accurately, with confidence. 
The other new member faltered on some of the words and notes. At the end of the 
song, both soloists were complimented by veteran members, who reacted 
enthusiastically by exchanging high fives, or high hooks, as was the practice in 
the Pirate Choir. This was one way that the Pirate Choir members demonstrated a 
high level of support and acceptance for each other. I noticed their primary focus 
was on creating and rewarding participatory experiences rather than on the level 
of musical proficiency within the group. As we sang through two more songs, 
adding choreography, the new members were encouraged to join in as much as 
they were comfortable.  
The rehearsal ended with organizational concerns. I announced the details 
regarding plans for International Talk Like a Pirate Day. According to Pirate 
Plunderland (n.d.), International Talk Like a Pirate Day, a parodic holiday created 




19. The Pirate Choir recognizes this good-humored faux holiday by singing in the 
hallways of the school before classes begin. The rehearsal was finished. As the 
students proceeded to leave, I encouraged them to return for the next rehearsal 
and to bring their friends. 
This vignette described a typical rehearsal and illustrated the participatory nature 
of the choir. During each rehearsal, as the boys worked on learning music, they interacted 
with each other as friends and fellow music-makers. Friendships were formed, and the 
boys encouraged each other to sing, dance, and play.  
I observed that through social interaction fostered by their engagement with 
music, the students negotiated their current identities and possible selves. Markus and 
Nurius (1986) noted that even though possible selves are personal, they are influenced by 
social interaction. During rehearsals and performances, members of the Pirate Choir 
worked together making music, having fun, and becoming friends. The relationships 
established in the group influenced the formation of possible selves.  
Emergent Themes  
In the section that follows, I present the data from transcripts of student 
discussions and logs. The data were analyzed using semantic relationships (LeCompte & 
Schensul, 2013), classified as action or cognition (von Cranach et al., 1982), and 
differentiated by levels of action (Valach et al., 2002). Analysis of the data revealed 
themes of fun, friendship, musical selves, and academics. The data from discussions 
suggested that students found the element of fun and the within-group friendships they 




revealed that music performance was important to the members of the Pirate Choir. 
Student Discussions 
Data from student discussions were recorded and transcribed for analysis and then 
coded (see Appendices C and D). The presentation of enumerated data helped me to 
understand how important each theme was to the students. The codes were organized by 
frequency into themes, which corresponded to the research questions (see Table 4.1).  
Table 4.1  









Fun (any) 6 13 19 
Friendship 3 3 6 
Play 11 6 17 
Acceptance 5 5 10 
Self-Confidence 9 8 17 
Musical Selves (any) 2 0 2 
No prior experience 8 0 8 
Future music goals 11 1 12 
Friendships Outside of Pirate Choir 8 3 11 
Academics 3 2 5 
 
Student Logs 
Each student log contained three sections, which were analyzed separately. The 
data in the first section, memorable moment, consisted of short answers. The data in the 
second section, emotions experienced, were comprised of three single-word responses. 




how much and why they thought about five topics: future selves, academics, music, 
friendships, and self-confidence. 
Memorable moment. Statements from this section of the student log were coded 
and organized by themes corresponding with the research questions (see Table 4.2). 
Table 4.2  
Occurrences of Themes and Codes from Analysis of Discussions and Memorable Moment 
from Student Logs 





Fun (any) 19 8 27 
Friendship 6 4 10 
Play 17 8 25 
Acceptance 10 4 14 
Self-Confidence 17 4 21 
Musical Selves (any) 2 40 42 
No prior experience 8 0 8 
Future music goals 12 0 12 
Friendships Outside of Pirate Choir 11 0 11 
Academics 5 0 5 
 
The 42 open-ended responses illuminated the importance of music among the members 
of the Pirate Choir. In particular, the data suggested that musical activities such as 
“singing the songs” and “taking the solos” were important to the students. 
Emotions experienced. Students were prompted to record three emotions they 
experienced during a rehearsal or performance in their logs. During data analysis, the 




were categorized by frequency, helped me gain a clearer picture of what it was like to be 
a member of the Pirate Choir (see Table 4.3). 
Table 4.3  
Occurrences of Single-Word Emotions from Student Logs 
Descriptors Number of Occurrences 
Cheer, Fun, Enjoyment, Excitement, Happy 176 
Nervous 10 
Sleepy, Tired 10 
Confused 5 
Confidence, Confident 4 
Energetic, Energy 4 
Pride, Proud 2 
Other 8 
 
Grid data. The students in the Pirate Choir reflected on five themes: future 
selves, academics, music, friendship, and self-confidence. A grid format allowed the 
students to circle a rating from zero (lowest) to three (highest) in each category. With the 
research questions in mind, the data were coded according to themes (see Table 4.4). 
Table 4.4  
Scores from the Student Log Grid Data 
Category Score Percentage of Maximum (246 points) 
Future 55 22% 
Academics 49 21% 
Music 219 88% 
Friendship 198 80% 





Fun, Friendships, and Acceptance  
The first research question was: How might relationships formed within the Pirate 
Choir affect the creation and re-creation of possible selves in the minds of the 
participants? Possible selves are developed personally, but can be influenced by the direct 
comparison with others with whom they are in contact (Markus & Nurius, 1986). During 
the Pirate Choir rehearsals and performances, the students demonstrated how much fun 
they were having by behaving boisterously, singing with abandon, and pretending to be 
pirates. Having fun together led to feelings of acceptance and friendship among the 
students. These friendships, in turn, had a positive influence on the individual possible 
selves of the members of the choir.  
Themes 
In this section, I present and explain the themes that emerged from the data and 
how they are related to each research question. Themes related to the first research 
question were fun, friendships, and acceptance.  
Fun. Having fun and experiencing happiness were meaningful for the members of 
the Pirate Choir. The boys described the fun they enjoyed together during rehearsals and 
in their logs. They remarked about being comfortable in the group. This was made 
evident by expressions of joy, silliness, and self-deprecating humor that took place during 
rehearsals and at performances. 
Fun was a predominant theme that emerged from the data; it was highly 
influential in the formation of the students’ possible selves. For example, Quartermaster 




Choir as “a fun close-knit group of people.” Captain Crunch, a sophomore in his third 
semester as a member of the Pirate Choir, shared that it had been “an insanely fun music 
group.” I observed that the relationships formed within the choir were centered on humor 
and playfulness, in which there existed a spirit of fun. Other members shared the 
following: 
It’s a whole bunch of guys walking around with an awesome choir teacher with an 
accordion singing pirate songs and dressed up like pirates. (Jack Arrr) 
Describing Pirate Choir to someone who hasn’t seen it before is always fun 
because I tell them that it’s just a bunch of idiots singing with just an accordion 
accompanying. So they always give me a very strange look. (Purple Chi-Rho) 
Statements coded as “fun” increased threefold over the five-month research period, from 
the initial to the final discussions. Words such as “happy/happiness,” “fun,” and 
“excited/excitement” appeared most often in the logs, indicating how much the students 
experienced enjoyment as a result of being a part of the choir.  
Friendship. Every student talked about friendships during their discussions. 
Quartermaster Constantine Edwards commented that he had “made a lot of great friends 
through Pirate Choir.” Jack Arrr remarked he had “grown to have tons of friends” 
because of his participation in the Pirate Choir. During the final discussion, Rapscallion 
Spike Shady Cooper, a senior, said, “I intend to maintain my most significant friendships 
in high school for the following years.”  
The students ranked friendship consistently high on the log sheets. Quartermaster 




in the ensemble. The Pirate Choir was a “great way to meet new people,” according to 
Captain Beard, a senior in his third semester with the choir. Overwhelmingly, the 
students in the Pirate Choir indicated they enjoyed the friends they had made within the 
group and expressed an interest in keeping those friends after high school; like Toothless 
Tim said, they were “a big part of my life.” Wouters, Colpin, Van Damme, De Laet, and 
Verschueren (2013) suggested that close friend relationships, like those developed in the 
Pirate Choir, have a higher impact on the formation of possible selves in comparison to 
casual relationships. 
The theme of friendship was not always the most prevalent for every student. For 
instance, Captain Crunch’s sense of friendship diminished over time. In his first two logs, 
he scored three points for friendship on the grid. In his subsequent log, however, he 
scored friendship as only one point. Additionally, Jack Arrr typically scored it as two 
points on his log grids. 
Feelings of acceptance. Belonging is a factor that influences the formation of 
possible selves (Vignoles, Manzi, Regalia, Jemmolo, & Scabini, 2008). The Pirate Choir 
was a welcoming group, which fostered a sense of belonging. The combination of fun 
while making music with friends led to the group members feeling accepted by one 
another. According to Quartermaster Constantine Edwards, the ensemble was a “close-
knit group of people,” and Captain Beard noted that the group was “very accepting.” The 
comments concerning belonging indicated the members of the Pirate Choir approved of 
their varied musical abilities and that the group of boys in the choir had become friends.  




the students, fun was the most important emotion experienced in the Pirate Choir. 
Friendships were also ranked as important. The combination of having fun with friends 
created an atmosphere of acceptance within the Pirate Choir. This helped to answer the 
first research question and suggested that friendships and enjoyment were influential on 
the possible selves formed by the students. 
Musical Selves 
The second research question was: To what extent were musical possible selves 
developed within the context of participating in the Pirate Choir? This question was 
crafted to explore how music influences identity within the Pirate Choir. Freer (2009b) 
posited that musical success influences musical possible selves and may be used as 
motivation to continue pursuing musical endeavors. Success in the Pirate Choir did not 
require prior musical experience or expertise. In fact, some students were proud that they 
did not really sing well. This lack of required expertise facilitated participatory music-
making (Turino, 2008). Quartermaster Constantine Edwards noted; “no one really cares if 
you’re good at singing or not.” Other members confirmed that the skill of singing was 
secondary to creating and performing music. According to Captain Beard, if a member 
considered himself a bad singer, he could “still have a lot of fun doing it.” Using aspects 
of participatory music-making allowed for divergent levels of proficiency and 
participation in the choir. The members of the Pirate Choir participated in this music-
making experience, because they had established relationships with each other that 
involved acceptance, which positively influenced their musical possible selves. Even 




proficiency, involvement in the group fostered a musical possible self, particularly with 
regard to continuing in music. Captain Crunch remarked that he “would like to continue 
keeping music as a part of my life.” Quartermaster Constantine Edwards said, “I would 
definitely like to stay active in music.”  
The members of the Pirate Choir enjoyed learning and performing music together. 
In their logs, the pirates commented that their favorite moments were learning new songs, 
taking solos, and performing concerts. Twice, Captain Crunch wrote that his favorite 
moment was “learning a new song.” Similarly, Jack Arrr often noted that his favorite 
moment was singing the songs. Four pirates submitted logs after a performance at a local 
elementary school. Each of the four members stated that they enjoyed the performance; in 
particular, they felt encouraged by the affirming reaction of the children while they were 
singing. 
Singing together in the Pirate Choir prompted the students to consider how music 
might play a role in their futures. Regarding future selves, the pirates made comments 
such as “I am building the ability to want to do this [perform music]” and “the new song 
made me think of the future and music.” These statements indicated the formation of 
musical possible selves.  
During the initial and final discussions, the students were asked to talk about their 
experiences in the Pirate Choir as well as their future musical goals. In his final 
discussion, Captain Beard said, “in the future I wish to experience much of the same 
things I’ve already experienced such as amazing musical opportunities.” Similarly, 




pirate songs in the future.”  
The data collected from the discussions and log sheets confirmed the importance 
of music in the students’ lives and suggested that students were interested in future 
participation in music. The data indicated that the students’ ability to explore music with 
their friends, in a fun and accepting environment, was of equal or more importance than 
improving their musical skills.  
Academic Influence and Social Relationships  
Prior to engaging in this research, I wanted to know if there was a relationship 
between singing in the Pirate Choir and two external aspects of possible selves: 
academics and social relationships outside of the group. The data I collected did not 
indicate any such connections. During rehearsals and performances, participants were 
focused on the musical activity at hand and not on their academics. If they entered a state 
of play or fantasy, the pressures of academics would certainly be set aside. Toothless Tim 
wrote, “I never think about school while performing,” and Jack Arrr wrote that during 
rehearsals, “I didn’t really care about school at the time.” Rapscallion Spike Shady 
Cooper wrote, “pirates has little to do with academics.” However, the students indicated 
that the Pirate Choir was a way for them to temporarily disconnect from thoughts of 
academics. Toothless Tim, for instance, wrote, “It was a way to escape from the real 
world and just have fun with friends” and that while he was singing in the Pirate Choir, 
he could “put school out of my mind and just have fun.” The data also did not indicate 






Two additional themes emerged from the data. They were self-confidence and 
impact on community. Participatory music-making led to fun and friendships. This, in 
turn, appeared to have a positive impact on self-confidence. Having confidence and 
belonging to a group helped create a sense of community, both in school and outside of 
school. These two themes indicated that fun, friendships, and music might influence self-
confidence, thus having a lasting impact on the students’ lives and the communities in 
which they belonged. Also noted was the impact of the Pirate Choir on their school, 
community, and personal lives. 
Self-confidence. Self-esteem influences the formation of possible selves 
(Vignoles, Manzi, Regalia, Jemmolo, & Scabini, 2008). Knox (2006) suggested that self-
esteem in males might be closely related to self-confidence in the context of social 
situations. The data in this study suggested the students’ self-confidence improved as 
they became more comfortable making music. The relationships formed among the 
members of the Pirate Choir led to acceptance and, in turn, helped members feel more 
confident. In his log, Rapscallion Spike Shady Cooper wrote that the Pirate Choir 
“involves a lot of music, confidence and friendship.” In another entry, he wrote that the 
group is “a lot about confidence in singing and friendship [sic].” Jack Arrr noted that he 
was “confident singing and was with my friends.” Further insights into self-confidence 
were found in the discussions. Toothless Tim described the other pirates as “just having a 
good time being themselves and you kinda just become comfortable around them.” 




matter who you are.”  
Toothless Tim and Captain Crunch both mentioned that their self-confidence was 
at a higher level due to their involvement in the Pirate Choir. The word “confidence” was 
used three times overall in their student logs. Captain Crunch said that being in the group 
helped him with his leadership goals, which he attributed to an increase in self-
confidence. Jack Arrr offered the following summary: 
It’s [Pirate Choir] just changed me for the better. I went into high school 
scared and doing very little, and now I’ve been active in a whole bunch of 
things especially this amazing group. 
The data suggested that the accepting social environment within the choir led to an 
increase in self-confidence, which in turn, influenced the formation of students’ 
possible selves. 
Impact on community. Being a member of the Pirate Choir had an impact on the 
school’s culture and community. Rapscallion Spike Shady Cooper stated: 
Because Pirates perform at all sorts of events from choir concerts to before 
school, it has become a unique aspect of the school’s culture that would not be the 
same without. 
According to Rapscallion Spike Shady Cooper, performing music not only enriched his 
own life, but also had a positive effect on the school. The students indicated they were 
proud to be in a position to bring happiness to their community and how being a part of 
the ensemble helped their self-confidence. In the final discussion, Quartermaster 




My life would be a lot different without PC. [it] has changed me as a person 
entirely in positive ways because it is definitely one of the most fun experiences 
I’ve had in my life. I was nervous when I joined because I’m not a singer at all, 
but it was a lot of fun and gave me a lot more confidence than I would have had 
without it. 
The members of the Pirate Choir remarked how they had become popular within 
the school, experienced confidence as performers, and developed leadership skills.  
Pedagogical Approaches 
During the study, I observed student interactions as they rehearsed and performed. 
Rehearsals were times when the boys encouraged each other to try new ways of 
performing the music they were learning. Because of the participatory approach to 
making music, the students managed their performance practices in a way that fostered 
ownership of the music. In his log, Toothless Tim remarked that one of his favorite 
moments was “spinning and falling down,” a reference to an improvised movement that 
became a common part of the performance of the song, “The Mermaid.” The movement 
began as an improvisatory moment during rehearsals and later became a performance 
practice. During rehearsals, I observed members of the group developing creative 
musicianship by taking an improvisatory approach to solos and working collaboratively 
to personalize the refrains of songs by adapting the lyrics. It was through the Pirate 
Choir’s repertoire that I noticed the boys were exploring fantasy play and possible selves. 
Adapting each melody, improvising, and adding movement led to a personalized 
performance piece. This collaborative, participatory approach reshaped the music each 





In this chapter, I presented the data collected during a five-month study of the 
Pirate Choir. Themes that emerged from the data were: Fun, friendships, and acceptance; 
musical selves; self-confidence; and impact on community. These themes were 
corroborated by my own classroom observations and data collected from the participants. 
There were no compelling data collected that answered the research questions regarding 
friendships outside of the Pirate Choir. The data collected regarding the connection 
between the Pirate Choir and academics revealed only that some of the boys felt there 
was no connection, but felt allowed them a reprieve from academic stresses while singing 
with the group. 
The results of the data analysis presented in this chapter were used to answer the 
research questions that guided this inquiry. In the next chapter, I will present the findings 
and discuss the implications. I will conclude by situating this study within the literature 






Yes, I am a singing pirate, and yes, I am aware of how loony I must look, 
but I am, and always will be, proud of the time I spent in such a group. 
Devine (2017, p. 3).  
Although I have been the director of the Pirate Choir for ten years, I did not 
understand/know why the students embraced this activity until I completed this study. In 
the previous chapter I presented data that indicated how the possible selves of members 
of the Pirate Choir were influenced by factors such as play and fantasy, friendships, and 
participatory music-making. These factors played a role in the boys’ formation of 
friendships and helped increase their self-confidence, which was unexpectedly revealed 
to be vital in this study. In this chapter, I begin with a discussion regarding the influence 
of play and fantasy on members of the Pirate Choir. Next, I explain how membership in 
the Pirate Choir helped foster friendships and how members of the choir viewed their 
future possible friendships. This is followed by an examination regarding how 
participatory music-making in the Pirate Choir influenced the members of the group. I 
consider how the students’ self-confidence was positively affected by singing in the 
Pirate Choir. I then review how groups like the Pirate Choir address the “missing males” 
(Koza, 1993) issue and consider the ways that single-gender singing groups can be a 
beneficial addition to a school’s choral program. Finally, I make some recommendations 
for future research, concluding by situating this work in the larger body of research 




Play and Fantasy 
Play and fantasy can encourage the exploration of possible selves within a 
musical ensemble. Imaginative play, as Vygotsky (2004) contended, allows a person to 
experience real emotions outside the context of reality. The boys in the Pirate Choir 
enjoyed playful fantasy by pretending to be pirates. The boys did not actually become 
pirates, but rather experienced emotions that they attached to being a make-believe pirate. 
By dressing up in pirate costumes and singing sea chanties, they imagined themselves as 
adventurers on the high seas, having a great time singing and enjoying being with friends. 
For example, Jack Arrr referred to the Pirate Choir as a “whole bunch of fun awesome 
teenagers running around in pirate costumes,” a sentiment that Rapscallion Spike Shady 
Cooper, Quartermaster Constantine Edwards, and Captain Crunch also mentioned during 
discussions. Toothless Tim added that he found the Pirate Choir to be “a way to escape 
from the real world and just have fun with friends.” Statements made by the students 
supported the concept that play and fantasy motivated the participants to explore their 
possible selves. Role playing, in which the students engage during Pirate Choir, “offers 
people the chance to enter unusual settings populated by unfamiliar others to engage in 
exotic but safe adventures” (Henricks, 2020 p. 150). Musical play and fantasy within the 
context of the Pirate Choir facilitated the exploration of possible selves.  
The play within the Pirate Choir mostly fits into what Caillois’ (2001) referred to 
as mimicry when the students pretended to be pirates and was primarily ludas in that 
there were restrictions of singing the same song together, along with the restriction that 




restrictions, the students have the freedom to improvise the music, their costumes, and 
their movements. Play within the Pirate Choir also fits Sutton-Smith’s (1997) imaginary; 
as well as self, in that the students are using their creativity to explore the imaginary, but 
while playing, they experience a sense of satisfaction from engaging in that activity.  
Evidence from the data indicated that the students had developed respect for each 
other. For instance, Purple Chi-Rho mentioned that in the Pirate Choir he had made 
“some cool friends that support me in whatever I’m doing.” The Pirates created an 
atmosphere of encouragement, where the students might engage in play. In the safety of 
play, a person can imagine himself or herself as a singer, athlete, scientist, or any number 
of possibilities (Vygotsky, 2004). As a result, the members of the Pirate Choir made 
music together with a sense of abandon they could not experience otherwise. As 
Toothless Tim remarked, “It’s just really fun to wear your heart on your sleeve and just 
be something that you’ve always dreamt of being as a kid, which is a pirate.” 
Turino (2008) described the relationship between the Possible and the Actual as 
“The Possible are all of the things that we might be able to do, the Actual is what we have 
actually done” (p. 16). These elements are basic to all experiences. The balance between 
the Possible and the Actual allowed the boys to explore, through play, the feeling of 
being a pirate singing songs on the open sea without being a pirate. This sense of play 
heightened the experience of participatory music-making by creating a more comfortable 
environment for exploring roles and music-making (Thibeault, 2015). By making music 
in a more comfortable and accepting environment, the boys discovered that they often 




Friendships and Fun: Inspiring Possible Selves 
Themes of friendship and fun emerged from the data. Discussion transcripts and 
student logs indicated that the friendships formed within the ensemble positively affected 
the possible selves of the members. Possible selves are influenced by social and 
experiential factors (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Members of the Pirate Choir were inspired 
to form hoped-for possible selves of happiness, fun, and friendship, as the boys indicated 
that they looked forward to each rehearsal. The Pirate Choir provided the participants 
with a positive experience in terms of having fun with friends while making music. 
Kennedy (2002) found that the peer relationships formed within choirs were 
important to the members and strengthened by being a part of the group. This was also 
the case within the Pirate Choir, where friendships were formed and strengthened. Jack 
Arrr said he had “grown to have tons of friends.” Friendships and camaraderie were 
important aspects of being in the all-male Pirate Choir, which corroborated findings by 
Paparo (2013). In a mixed-gender instrumental ensemble, Adderley, Kennedy, and Berz 
(2003) found that music ensembles were places conducive to creating friendships as well.  
Of equal importance was finding social acceptance and a sense of belonging. The 
data confirmed that belonging to a music ensemble that provided a sense of camaraderie 
had an effect on friendships. For instance, Quartermaster Constantine Edwards said that 
he had “made a lot of friends through the band and things like Pirate Choir.” Paparo 
(2013) noted that the bonds of the friendships within an all-male singing group were 
expected to last beyond graduation. Quartermaster Constantine Edwards and Rapscallion 




had formed during high school, especially those formed within the Pirate Choir. Kennedy 
(2002) found the boys in her study enjoyed choir, because they made new friends and 
enjoyed singing with their friends. Pirate Choir member Purple Chi-Rho wrote in a 
student log, “just being there with friends is pretty fun and it's cool to be able to share 
Pirate Choir with them [his friends].” The formation of friendships and the fun of singing 
together has been well-documented in the literature. 
The Pirate Choir’s Approach to Participatory Music-Making 
The data in this study contained many references to participatory music-making. 
Many of the students wrote about their favorite song, learning a new solo, and the fun of 
singing with their friends. Thibeault (2015) explained that as the level of fun and comfort 
increase, participatory elements of music-making, such as movement and improvisation, 
are more likely to take place. Participatory music-making often fosters a place that 
“allows all to join at any time, whether to develop substantial skills or casually 
participate” (Thibeault, 2015, p. 59). To foster participatory music-making, the 
environment of rehearsals must be comfortable and welcoming (Turino, 2008). Captain 
Beard noted that the Pirate Choir was “very inclusive.” The results of this study of the 
Pirate Choir helped support the idea that a fun and welcoming environment was 
conducive to participatory music-making. 
Musical possible selves were formed by the members of the Pirate Choir. While 
music notation was available for those who could and wanted to read the notation, it was 
not a requirement since this group generally learned by rote. In the Pirate Choir, the boys 




written melody. As a result of participatory music-making, many songs underwent a 
process of rhythmic and melodic changes as determined by a consensus of the members 
of the group. Ownership was fostered as each member had input into how each song was 
sung, especially in the solos, where the boys had the freedom to alter the melody line, 
rhythm, and even the character of their voice as they saw fit. This process, in which 
students discovered and increased their skills in music-making, influenced the formation 
of musical possible selves 
The Pirate Choir repertoire was easy to learn for the students, which had the 
potential to help new members feel comfortable singing in the group from the very first 
rehearsal they attended. New members were welcome to join at any time during the year 
and were not required to make any commitment to future events. This policy of allowing 
the students to participate whenever they choose supports participatory music-making in 
that it was a low stakes barrier to enter the group. Veteran members were typically more 
skilled at improvising lyrics and movement, whereas new members could still feel a 
sense of belonging by joining in the simple choruses of the tunes. Turino (2008) 
cautioned that if the music is too easy, the music makers run the risk of becoming bored. 
The songs the ensemble sings allowed for the easy learning of basic songs, but the 
members then moved forward and challenged themselves to learn some of the solo parts, 
improvise musically, and add harmony. Similarly, choreography, a student-driven 
activity, added more depth to their performances. In time, new members learned to take 
solos, make up movements, and served to lead the next set of new members.  




unison. The songs were simple melodies sung with chordal accompaniment, offering rich 
stories that the students enjoy. This supported Regelski’s (2006) statement that music 
ensembles typically cater only to an elite class of musicians, which, in turn, may alienate 
others. The Pirate Choir was not a typical ensemble, but one where all abilities were 
welcome. 
Self-confidence through Participation in the Pirate Choir 
Self-confidence was an emergent theme. Jack Arrr wrote that during a rehearsal, 
he thought of “music, self-confidence, and friends.” Rapscallion Spike Shady Cooper 
wrote that singing in the Pirate Choir was “just a good musical time with friends that 
requires confidence when singing.” Without confidence, it would have been difficult for 
any of the members to perform with the group, especially when taking a solo. Self-
confidence amongst the pirates was strengthened when the singers had the freedom to 
add an element of play (Thibeault, 2015). Because the Pirate Choir sang music that was 
easily accessible, students were free to explore music-making in a playful atmosphere 
without judgement. Making mistakes was not only acceptable, but led to new 
improvisations, variations, or interpretations of the music. A judgement-free 
environment, according to Thibeault, allows each member to participate at whatever level 
he chooses. With comments like Quartermaster Constantine Edwards’ “no one cares if 
you’re good at singing or not,” the students seemed to enjoy a level of comfort in 
knowing that “bad singing” was accepted. This minimized the anxiety associated with 
performing and allowed the students to enjoy the freedom of creating art through music.  




were important to be a successful member of this ensemble? Self-confidence was highly 
regarded by the students. More than musical ability, having confidence allowed the 
singers to boldly sing out of tune, out of time, with incorrect rhythms, and sometimes 
even forget the words to the song. Self-confidence, with the support of the other pirates, 
superseded the need for a high level of musicality. A no-pressure learning environment 
provided students with a meaningful and creative music-making experience. To the 
students, the Pirate Choir was a safe place to sing at the top of their voices, humorously, 
as if no one was listening.  
Feeling confident about singing helped form musical possible selves. In reference 
to a performance, Jack Arrr wrote, “I was confident singing and I was with my friends.” 
Purple Chi-Rho noted that although he may not have performed his best, the other boys 
were supportive, writing “my singing isn’t the greatest, but it doesn’t matter much.” The 
increase in self-confidence and the support that each member had for one another helped 
make the Pirate Choir an activity that attracted boys to engage in singing. 
According to Markus (2004), self-confidence may be increased when possible 
selves are formed within positive social interactions. Freer (2009b) also found that self-
confidence could be built through music ensembles, as long as the teacher tailored the 
repertoire and instruction to fit the needs of the student. It makes sense that positive 
social interactions within a music ensemble, like those that occur within the Pirate Choir, 
could lead to an increase in self-confidence among the boys in the group. Because they 
could sing freely, without musical judgement, the boys’ voices improved over time. 




singing improved by being a part of the choir. The self-confidence developed by the 
members of the group motivated the students to continue practicing and experiencing 
music-making together, which helped advance their musical abilities. As students began 
to realize their musical skills were getting better, they experienced more self-confidence. 
The “Missing Males” 
There has been an unequal balance between male and females in many school 
choral programs, leading music educators to continue to question the causes of this 
imbalance (Freer, 2010; Koza, 1993; McBride, 2016; Palkki, 2015). As music educators 
continue to strive for more male students in their choral programs, recruitment and 
retention become important issues. Palkki (2015) noted that a traditional approach to 
keeping males interested in singing was to program literature that choir directors may 
assume would appeal more to males than females. I started the Pirate Choir to attract 
more boys into the curricular choir at my school, programming only sea chanteys and 
pirate songs. However, the number of boys in my curricular choirs did not increase. 
Eventually, it became clear that this was not a successful approach for increasing the 
number of males in my curricular choirs. The literature programmed for the Pirate Choir 
was important to the members of the group, as the songs inspired play and fantasy, along 
with encouraging them to explore musical improvisation, costuming, and creating 
choreography. Rapscallion Spike Shady Cooper named specific songs six times in his 
logs as his favorite part of rehearsal, and Captain Crunch named specific songs four 
times. Toothless Tim and Purple Chi-Rho were the only two pirates that did not mention 




curricular, single-gender choir, where they could explore fantasy role-playing, wearing 
costumes and singing together.  
Boys may not join choir due to a heightened self-consciousness regarding their 
singing abilities (Freer, 2009b). One student that Freer interviewed mentioned the level of 
fear that happens within the choir at his school. He claimed there were a number of 
students who felt they did not know what they were doing, greatly affecting their ability 
to enjoy and express themselves through singing. In the Pirate Choir, the boys created an 
environment of acceptance that allowed mistakes to be made, which often happened. 
Captain Beard said, “you don’t have to be a good singer to join and you can still have a 
lot of fun doing it.” 
Some of the factors addressed above regarding the lack of participation in choral 
music were addressed by the Pirate Choir. Jorgensen and Pfeiler (2008) concluded that in 
a single-gender choir, like the Pirate Choir, boys experience less embarrassment during 
their voice change. In this choir, the boys were free to sing regardless of their level of 
musical talent. Many comments were recorded in the data collection of my research 
regarding poor singing being not only acceptable, but also preferred. The changing 
adolescent voice certainly plays into this concept. If the singers in the Pirate Choir were 
convinced they were not good singers, then they would not be motivated to enroll in any 
of the more traditional curricular choirs. Joining the school choir could help members of 
the Pirate Choir become better singers, but they seemed content with their level of 
singing ability and the literature they perform. 




school choral program. In my initial consideration of starting a group of boys that would 
sing pirate songs and sea chanteys, I expected to bolster the number of males in the choir 
at my school. This, however, was not the result. Singing pirate songs did not add more 
boys to the curricular choir. Over the ten years of this group’s existence, I only recall one 
instance of a boy registering for choir after first being involved in the Pirate Choir. There 
have been more boys singing, which, in the long run, was the goal. Rapscallion Spike 
Shady Cooper noted that even though his vocational goals were in the field of physics, 
“my musical goals aren’t really major, but I would like to continue playing the 
(instrument name withheld) and singing pirate songs in the future.” 
Academic Implications 
I sought to find a connection between the Pirate Choir and academic possible 
selves. The student logs contained a place for students to comment about their 
perceptions of how the Pirate Choir may have influenced academic achievement. The 
data collected only indicated that the students did not feel that there was a connection. 
The statements were made by the students indicated they felt the Pirate Choir had nothing 
to do with academics. One student suggested that he was able to temporarily forget about 
the stresses of schoolwork during rehearsals and performances of the choir. I expected 
that some students would feel that their participation it the Pirate Choir helped increase 
their overall self-confidence, which may have had a positive effect on academic 
achievement. However, this was not the case. Therefore, the influence performing 





Pedagogical Implications for Choral Music Education 
The following recommendations are based on the findings of this study. 
Incorporating a sense of play and fantasy helped heighten the music-making experience 
for the participants. This can be done in any ensemble simply by allowing the students to 
explore fantastical identities that relate to the music being created. Students could be 
invited to create movements, interpretive dance, visual art, or add costumes to enhance 
their music-making experience. Fostering play and fantasy within choirs encourages 
student creativity, which influenced the formation of possible selves in the Pirate Choir. 
As a director, I have often thought it was important to go beyond all that was 
written in the score in order to find ways for each student to find a personal connection to 
the music. Meaningful musical experiences occur when a director finds ways to transcend 
the notes in the score and encourage a sense of fantasy play. Most choral pieces have a 
story or portray imagery. Spending time in rehearsal to explore these fantasies may bring 
out a more meaningful music-making experience. The Pirate Choir regularly experiences 
this during rehearsals and performances. For instance, Captain Beard wrote in his student 
log that one rehearsal in particular “connected me to music and my peers confidently.” 
This would mean an element of play could be explored during rehearsals of all choirs, 
which may expand pedagogical approaches for most curricular groups.  
Most directors desire students to sing the right notes, in tune, with proper phrasing 
and diction, along with a balanced and pleasant sound. Some directors, like most 
teachers, appreciate the control they have when working with a group. Making space for 




explore. It also requires the teacher to put aside personal bias and vision, allowing the 
students to take control of their music-making. Lucas (2011) concluded that school choir 
directors needed to make choir a more enjoyable experience. He suggested that further 
research should be conducted in order to discover ways that choir could be made more 
fun for students. O’Toole (2005) remarked on her experiences while singing in a choir at 
a small college. The choir consisted of college students and community members. 
Despite her excitement to be singing in a choir, she noted that her experience fell very 
short of her expectations, due to the director-centered nature of the rehearsals. “In using 
this teacher-directed, antagonistic, hegemonic approach, the director effectively silenced 
the wealth of talent and experience within this group, and once again recreated for me the 
boring, tedious, and personally exclusive rehearsal process” (O’Toole, 2005, p. 7). 
Allowing for play and fantasy seems to be a successful way the Pirate Choir experienced 
fun. As Captain Beard noted during the initial discussion, making music as a member of 
the Pirate Choir led to an “insanely fun and spirited musical performance.” 
As a result of directing the Pirate Choir, my overall approach to choral pedagogy 
has changed. Because of the Pirate Choir, I have adopted a more participatory music-
making approach in order to encourage student self-expression. I now include more 
activities that provide opportunities for student ownership. It may be fitting for ensemble 
directors to program literature that allows for self-expression and design class activities 
that encourage working together to make musical decisions. As the students are 





By incorporating participatory music in their curricula, choir directors can 
encourage student ownership. Participatory music-making has given my students freedom 
to express themselves, including the ability to make their own musical decisions. I strive 
to be a director who is mindful of bringing participatory music-making experiences to my 
choirs, giving the students, as a collective, the responsibility to interpret aspects of the 
music being rehearsed. Choir members can be given the ability to shape phrases, 
determine vowel shapes, and make other musical decisions about the pieces they will 
perform. One specific activity I have used is to invite the choir students to create their 
own interpretive movement as they sing a piece of music. Allowing the body to react to 
the music is one way that the singer may feel a heightened connection to the music. 
Giving students the opportunity to experience these types of rehearsal activities allows 
the students to have more at stake in the way music is performed. Songs from the Pirate 
Choir repertoire could be used with my most advanced curricular choir. Interpretation of 
these songs might change if the performers have all had formal choral training. Perhaps 
the students would enjoy improvising on the melody or creating harmonies. It would be 
wise to give my curricular choirs chances to experience participatory music-making. 
Learning environments and curricula that are designed to encourage play and 
fantasy scaffold the students and facilitate the exploration of possible selves. This was 
accomplished in the Pirate Choir by establishing a performing ensemble that valued 
music performance, camaraderie, acceptance, play, and creativity. Therefore, students of 
varying talents would be able to accept their current musical abilities, work on improving 




possible selves of being self-confident, playful, and creative musicians. 
As I have discussed the Pirate Choir and this study with colleagues, some 
challenges have been brought to my attention that did not appear in the data and I would 
be remiss if I did not address them. The scope of this study did not include collecting data 
regarding the students’ views of the ensemble being exclusive. However, as the Pirate 
Choir was an all-male ensemble, it was exclusive. There were no data collected that 
addressed the potential absence of musical growth due to the lack of challenge to improve 
singing skills. Since there was not an emphasis on improving the student’s musicianship 
skills, it was possible that singing with poor technique could have remained the norm. As 
music students outside of the Pirate Choir viewed the popularity of the group, there could 
have been a negative influence on their own motivation to improve their skills. Choir 
students that did not participate in the Pirate Choir may have felt jealous of the attention 
given to an extra-curricular group. The prompts used in the logs and discussions were not 
aimed at revealing negative perceptions of the Pirate Choir. Therefore, students focused 
on the positive experiences they had while taking part in the group.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
Through this study, I found the participatory nature of the Pirate Choir to have a 
positive influence on the group members’ musical experiences, motivating students to 
form possible selves. Additional research could be conducted to study how the 
incorporation of participatory music-making in ensembles could lead to a heightened 
musical experience. A comparative study could be conducted between two similar 




could be collected through interviews of the instructors and the students, along with 
observations of the ensembles, noting the similarities and differences between the two 
ensembles. Another study could be conducted to observe the effects of introducing 
participatory music-making to a single ensemble. Data could be collected over time 
through interviews, surveys, and observations. Comparison of the data collected over 
time would reveal the effects of introducing participatory music-making to the ensemble. 
A pirate themed choir allowed members to explore their possible selves with a 
heightened feeling of safety, acceptance, and belonging. Another study could be 
conducted to reveal the effects of play in music ensembles other than the Pirate Choir. 
There are student groups of singers that are costumed as popular princes and princess that 
sing and entertain at community functions and private parties. Contemporary a cappella 
groups embrace participatory music-making as they work out their arrangements. 
Madrigal choirs also use an element of fantasy play in their performances, especially 
during madrigal dinners. Teachers may find a benefit to forming a themed ensemble. A 
replication of the study of the Pirate Choir could be conducted with other themed groups. 
These ensembles may differ, however, from the Pirate Choir in that they may require a 
higher level of musicianship in order to have successful performances. Themed 
ensembles may encourage participation in music by creating a welcoming environment 
where student expression is a principal objective, as well as increasing the variety of 
ensemble offerings in school curricula. It may be beneficial to further investigate the 
relationship between academics and performing ensembles, as the students in this study 




between academics and the ensemble. 
Conclusion 
Participation in the Pirate Choir influenced the members to generate possible 
selves. Among the possible selves formed were those of friendships, having fun, and 
performing music. As the students rehearsed and performed together, friendships were 
formed. The data collected indicated that the students valued fun and enjoyed singing 
together. The Pirate Choir accepted singers at any level of musicianship, allowing all 
members to participate fully in the music-making process. Students in the choir felt 
comfortable expressing themselves due to a number of factors. The music was learned 
quickly and sung easily in an accepting atmosphere that allowed for self-expression. 
Because of the high level of acceptance in the choir, the boys were free to express 
themselves comfortably. Musically, mistakes were not only allowed, but also encouraged.  
Over the course of this research study, I observed that the boys in the group 
became closer friends, better musicians, and increasingly confident. The students created 
music together, invented pirate personae, choreographed songs, and assembled a large bin 
of costumes and props to use during performances. I wanted to know the deeper reasons 
for these phenomena, which led me to conduct this study. I found that being a member of 
the Pirate Choir gave the boys a place to explore fantasy and play. The students 
discovered the joy of making music together and spending time with friends they had 
made during choir, which helped heighten their sense of self-confidence. 
From reading the many comments recorded in the data collected, I became aware 




exploration of fantasy, the simple nature of the music, and the friendships that were 
formed all intersect as part of being in this group. The boys’ ability to sing their songs 
with reckless abandon was a direct result of how these elements combined. The members 
of the Pirate Choir felt comfortable with each other, themselves, and the songs they sang. 
Their experiences were heightened by the participatory nature of the music-making. Each 
student had input on how the song was to be performed, creating a sense of ownership 
because each member had a stake in the outcome of the performance. All these elements 
combined to transform students into individuals who formed possible selves of being 
confident, willing to try new things, and making music in a way that many people have 




APPENDIX A: PARENT/STUDENT INVITATION LETTER 
August 20, 2018 
Dear Parents/Guardians: 
You are receiving this letter because you have a student who has become a 
member of the Earl Grey High School Pirate Choir. I am currently working on a research 
project in conjunction with my doctoral studies at Boston University. This project 
involves collecting data from members of the Pirate Choir. The data collected will be 
focused on your students expected future self-identity. I am interested in learning if 
involvement in the choir has an effect on how you student sees himself self socially, 
musically, and even academically in the future. Participation is voluntary. Non-
participation will in no way affect involvement in the choir. Students will be referred to 
by self-appointed pseudonyms, in order to preserve anonymity.  
If you and your student decide to participate in the study, you will need to fill out 
the attached consent form and return it to me. Only the first 10 forms received will be 
eligible to participate in the study. If you have any questions about the study, please feel 
free to email me at pnielsen@bu.edu. I would like to have all consent forms returned to 
me by August 30, 2018. The forms may be mailed to me at the school address, or 
dropped off in person at school. Thank you for your consideration in participating in this 
study. 
Paul Nielsen 





APPENDIX B: PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 
 
Protocol Title: Possible Selves of Earl Grey High School (EGHS) Pirate Choir 
Members 
Principal Investigator: Paul Nielsen 
Description of Subject Population: All members of Pirate Choir 




Please read this form carefully. The purpose of this form is to provide you with important 
information about taking part in a research study. If any of the statements or words in this 
form are unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to answer any questions. 
 
If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask us. 
Taking part in this research study is up to you. If you decide to take part in this research 
study we will ask you to sign this form. We will give you a copy of the signed form. 
 
The persons in charge of this study are Paul Nielsen and Dr. Christopher Cayari. Paul 
Nielsen can be reached at pnielsen@bu.edu. Dr. Cayari may be reached at 






Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this study is to study the changes in possible selves (future identities) as a 
result of participation in the GNHS Pirate Choir. 
We are asking you to take part in this study because you are a member of the GNHS 
Pirate Choir. 
About 6 to 10 subjects will take part in this research study at Boston University. 
How long will I take part in this research study? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for five (5) months. During this time, 
we will ask you to participate in interview/discussions and fill out a student log each time 
the choir meets for rehearsal and performances. 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
To begin, there will be an introductory discussion, which will last about 10 minutes. This 
is an open discussion with one of the other members of the choir. This discussion will be 
recorded for further review. The transcript of this discussion will be reviewed at a short 
meeting, which should occur within one week of the discussion.  
 
From this point, you will be asked to fill in a student log page each time the choir 
rehearses and/or performs. This form should only take a couple of minutes to fill out. 
 
At the conclusion of the five (5) month period, and final discussion with another member 
of the choir shall take place. This will also be recorded, and the transcript of this 





 If you agree to take part in this study, we will ask you to sign the consent form before we 
do any study procedures. 
Audio recording 
We would like to audio record you during this study. If you are recorded, it will be 
possible to identify your voice in the recording. The recordings will be transcribed by a 
third party. We will store these recordings in a password protected file folder on a secure 
server, and only approved study staff will have access to these recordings. Files will be 
labelled by your Pirate Name, not your own name. These files will be destroyed within 
one year of the completion and approval of my dissertation. 
 
Do you agree to let us audio record you during this study? 
 
______YES   ______NO  _______INITIALS 
 
How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by referring to you by your Pirate 
name, Only your Pirate name will be used on the student logs. The key to link your 
identity to your Pirate name will be kept by a third party in a secure location. The journal 
pages will be kept in a locked cabinet. The access to the recordings and the journal pages 
will be limited only to the researchers. We will make every effort to keep your records 





Reporting child/elder abuse: If, during your participation in this study, we have 
reasonable cause to believe that child abuse is occurring, the researchers must report this 
to authorities as required by law. The researcher will make every reasonable effort to 
protect the confidentiality of your research information. However, it might be possible 
that a civil or criminal court might demand the release of identifiable research 
information. 
Reporting Suicidal Risk: If, during your participation of this study, we have reason to 
believe that you are at risk for being suicidal or otherwise harming yourself, we are 
required to take the necessary actions. This may include notifying your doctor, your 
therapist, or other individuals. If this were to occur, we would not able to assure 
confidentiality. 
The study data will be stored in password protected computer files, and paper copies will 
be kept in a locked cabinet.  
The results of this research study may be published or used for teaching. We will not put 
identifiable information on data that are used for these purposes. 
Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
Taking part in this study is your choice. You are free not to take part or to withdraw at 
any time for any reason. No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty or loss of 
benefit to which you are entitled. If you decide to withdraw from this study, the 
information that you have already provided will be kept confidential. 
 




any time. This will not affect your class standing or your grades at Earl Grey High 
School. You will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you take part in 
this research study. 
 
Also, the researcher may take you out of this study without your permission. This may 
happen because: 
• The researcher thinks it is in your best interest 
• You can’t make the required study visits 
• Other administrative reasons 
 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
 Questionnaire/Survey Risks 
You may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the questions. Tell the 
interviewer at any time if you want to take a break or stop the interview. 
 
You may be uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics we will ask about. You 
do not have to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. 
Loss of Confidentiality 
The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information for research is a potential 
loss of privacy. We will protect your privacy by labeling your information with a code 
and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected computer. 
Focus Groups 
The researchers will ask you and the other people in the group to use only first names 




any particular person said in the group. However, the researchers cannot guarantee that 
everyone will keep the discussions private.  
Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
There are no benefits to you from taking part in this research. 
If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I 
talk to? 
You can contact us with any concerns or questions. Our email addresses are listed below:  
Paul Nielsen – pnielsen@bu.edu 
Dr. Christopher Cayari – ccayari@purdue.edu 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115. 
Statement of Consent  
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible benefits. I have 
been given the chance to ask questions. My questions have been answered to my 




Name of Subject 
 
______________________________________ ____________________ 




I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions. I will give 
a copy of the signed consent form to the subject. 
 
________________________________________  
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
       





APPENDIX C: INITIAL DISCUSSION PROMPTS 
What is your Pirate Name? 
 
What year in school are you? 
 
How long have you been a member of Pirate Choir? 
 
Describe your past involvement in music (e.g. music lessons, band, choir, etc.) 
 
What other hobbies or sports do you participate in? 
 
We all think about our future from time to time: The types of experiences we would like 
to have in the future, as well as things we wish not to experience in the future. 
 Let’s talk about the things that you envision for your future in terms of: 
● Academics 
● Post High-School Plans 
● Social/Friendship goals 
● Occupational goals 
● Recreational goals 





APPENDIX D: FINAL DISCUSSION PROMPTS 
What is your Pirate Name? 
 
What year in school are you? 
How long have you been a member of Pirate Choir? 
Describe your past involvement with music courses (for credit and extracurricular) in 
school 
Describe your past involvement in music outside of school (church, community, family)  
Describe your experiences as a musical performer  
What other school activities or sports do you participate in? 
What activities do you participate outside of school? (hobbies, clubs, etc.) 
• If you were to describe PC to a friend who you wanted to recruit, what would you 
say? 
• If you were to describe PC to a relative who hasn’t seen the group perform yet, 
what would you say? 
We all think about our future from time to time: The types of experiences we would like 
to have in the future, as well as things we wish not to experience in the future.  
Let’s talk about the things that you envision for your future in terms of: 
• Academics 
• Social/Friendship goals 
• Occupational goals 




• Musical goals (if any) 
Try to imagine that Pirate Choir never existed. 
What would be different in your life, school and community if there were no 
Pirate Choir? 
How do you think Pirate Choir has changed you as a person since you have been 





APPENDIX E: STUDENT ESSAY ON PIRATE CHOIR 
It always seems to shock and intrigue people when I mention it: Yes, I am a member 
of the Earl Grey High School Pirate Choir. Yes, we are a group that dresses up like Pirates 
and yes, we run around singing Pirate songs, some real shanties from a time long gone, 
some little diddies from fictional works featuring pirates. Most importantly, yes; I wear my 
pirate hat with pride and it will bring me great pain to take it off for the last time at the end 
of my senior year. Initially, I was akin to many of my peers when joining this completely 
volunteer school activity; how could such an odd group have such a great impact on my 
school and the Earl Grey community? But as I soldiered through, and found my bearing 
within the group, I found that the impact of Pirate Choir on my community was subtle, but 
certainly important.  
To fulfill a promise to a good friend I had my freshman year, I walked into my first 
morning rehearsal for the Earl Grey High School Pirate Choir, having never sang in my 
life. I had several friends there who had joined in previous months, the “Captain”, Mr. 
Nielsen, was very patient and supportive, and there was a certain thrill to joining a new 
club. But, there was still the true reality of my first time in that choir room: I stumbled 
through the majority of the songs, was scared and awkward the whole time, and came out 
of there thoroughly confused as to what exactly the purpose of that club was. It was not 
that I needed information on what the club was doing (the name “Pirate Choir” is very self-
explanatory), it was simply that I did not know why they did it. What was the motivation? 
But, not wanting to pass up an opportunity I assumed at that time I obviously was not aware 




As weeks turned to months, as I entered the summer before my sophomore year, 
and the Pirate Choir became more ingrained into my life, I became aware of a few subtle 
changes. This realization came about at a performance at the Lake County Fairgrounds; 
our job was simply to run around the grounds and entertain the people there. As with all 
Pirate Choir events, it was voluntary; even if you were a member, there was really no 
obligation to go to any event with the group. As I ran around with the choir belting out 
songs dressed in a makeshift pirate suit, I became aware of just how much my confidence 
in my own abilities had improved. Suddenly, I was singing a solo in front of dozens of 
people at once, without any hint of fear or hesitation, in a pirate costume too! Months ago, 
I was a pirate who stuttered as they sang, had no idea how melodic lines worked, and was 
perpetually embarrassed over what I was doing. But now, I sang for all the world to hear, 
wearing my ridiculous pirate hat the entire way, improvising whole animations to do in the 
background or even in some cases lyrics (we Pirates are notorious for rarely following the 
script), having acquired basic choral and improvisational skills along with a major 
confidence boost. I believed in myself, which was something I never thought a club that 
revolved around playing dress up as a pirate could accomplish. I was part of a group where 
all the members supported each other with their solos, pirate jokes, and all sorts of hilarious 
antics. And as I realized the Pirate Choir’s impact on myself, I also noticed its impact on 
the community.  
As a member of the Pirate Choir, I grew to become accustomed to seeing smiling 
faces. Whether at birthday parties, fairs, movie nights, or even roaming the halls of Earl 




its environment and audience. While donning my pirate suit, I have seen little children start 
laughing hysterically as they see us dance around like the lovable fools we are, teens start 
to dance along with us as they get into what we sing, and adults crack childlike grins as 
they see what must be the strangest thing they’ve seen all week. It really is a wonderful 
thing to be able to walk into a room and instantly brighten up the mood, to, in some cases, 
be the entertainment for other performers. In essence, I know now that Pirate Choir brings 
to the Earl Grey community a grand comedy act, an act that delights and intrigues those 
who just want or need a good long laugh.  
Even though the Earl Grey High School Pirate Choir is itself very over-the-top and 
overenthusiastic, its impact on those in it and those entertained by it can seem invisible at 
first. I didn’t walk out of my first rehearsal thinking that this club would change my life for 
the far better, I walked out of there wondering what I had just done for the past hour. To 
some, the Pirate Choir is simply a rogue, unofficial choral group running around making 
cameos at fairs and concerts, a running joke. But all it takes is to give this silly group one 
chance in your mind for you to learn that the Pirate Choir really is the perfect starting point 
for any underconfident teen, and the perfect travelling show to delight anyone at any 
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